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The postmodern family is changing and diverse.  As family forms change, there are potential 
effects on other family members.  Voluntary childlessness is one form of postmodern families.  
This study used a grounded theory approach and symbolic interactionist framework to examine 
data from semi-structured interviews with 24 participants with at least one adult heterosexual 
voluntarily childless child.  There are seven key findings.  (1) The majority of the parents do not 
stigmatize their children for being voluntarily childless.  (2) The majority of the parents view 
their children positively because of or in spite of the decision.  (3) Parents who worry their 
children would miss the parenting experience and would not have social support when older base 
their concerns on their personal experiences as parents or caregivers.  The parents who did not 
have some or any of these concerns perceive that having children is unnecessary, view their 
children as financially secure, and/or perceive their children to have personality traits that would 
protect them.  (4) Parents develop their belief about their children’s decision based on their 
children’s age and relationship status.  (5) Parents perceive freedom as a benefit for themselves 
due to their children not having children.  They were free to spend time and money how they 
wished, including spending more time with the voluntarily childless child, and free from 
experiencing fears about the nonexistent grandchildren.  (6) The losses the parents perceive for 
themselves include having fewer interactions with their friends with grandchildren, no 
interactions with the nonexistent grandchildren, fewer interactions with the voluntarily childless 
child, and the family line not continuing.  (7) Lastly, although voluntarily childless individuals 






CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
Today, there are many family structures beyond the traditional heterosexual married 
couples with children.  Postmodern families consist of changing and more diverse families 
(Demo, Aquilino, and Fine 2005).  These families can and do include almost any variety of 
family life imaginable: unmarried parents, single parents, same-sex parents, and couples 
remaining childless by choice (Amato 2010; Cherlin 2010; Fry and Cohn 2011; Ruiz 2008; 
Livingston 2013; Stepler 2017; United States Census Bureau 2016b).   
Voluntary childlessness is a family structure that violates the social expectation that 
everyone, but especially women, want to have children.  Researchers have examined an array of 
topics about voluntary childlessness, including its prevalence, demographic composition of its 
adherents, reasons people decide to remain childless, and the stigmatization they may encounter  
(e.g., Abma and Martinez 2006; Park 2002; Park 2005).  Voluntary childlessness typically refers 
to people who biologically can have children, but do not and plan not to.  The rate of voluntarily 
childless women, aged 15-44, was three percent in 1982.  Since then, it fluctuated around six 
percent (Chandra, Martinez, Mosher, Abma, and Jones 2005; Martinez, Daniels, and Chandra 
2012).  The most current data, 2011-2015, shows that the rate of voluntarily childless women 
increased to 7.4 percent (Center for Disease Control 2017).  Demographically, voluntarily 
childlessness is more common among people who do not follow a religion, are White, and have a 
higher income (Abma and Martinez 2006; Avison and Furnham, 2015; Bram 1984; Waren and 
Pals 2013).  
Although some people become voluntarily childless by delaying the decision to have 
children, actively choosing not to have children is a common path towards voluntarily 
childlessness.  Some people make the decision as a couple, while others make the decision on 
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their own prior to being in a relationship (Blackstone and Stewart 2016; Lee and Zvonkovic 
2014; Ory 1978; Park 2002; Silka and Kiesler 1977; Veevers 1978).  Additionally, some people 
are going as far as choosing voluntary sterilization as a means to preventing pregnancy (Ritchie 
2013).  Some reasons people cite for choosing not to have children include ability to focus on 
one’s career (Park 2005; Somers 1993), concern for overpopulation (Movius 1976; Park 2005), 
and a desire to maintain a personal identity (Gillespie 2003). 
  People, especially women, are expected to have children (Gillespie 2000; Mathews and 
Desjardins 2017; Ory 1978; Richie 2013; Veevers 1980).  Voluntarily childlessness counters this 
cultural expectation.  People in this lifestyle are negatively perceived and stigmatized.  Some 
negative perceptions that people have towards voluntary childless individuals are that they are 
selfish (Ory 1978; Silka and Kiesler 1977; Vinson, Mollen, and Smith 2010), materialistic 
(Koropeckyj-Cox, Çopur, Romano, and Cody-Rydzewski 2018; Silka and Kiesler 1977), and 
less caring than parents and the involuntarily childless (Lampman and Dowling-Guyer 1995).  
Although voluntary childlessness in general is negatively perceived, voluntarily childless men 
are perceived less negatively than voluntarily childless women, reinforcing the gendered culture 
expectation that women are supposed to have children.  Students’ opinions of childless husbands 
were the same whether the husband was involuntarily or voluntarily childless; however, 
compared to the involuntarily childless wife, the students rated the voluntarily childless wife as 
less well-adjusted and liked her less (Calhoun and Selby 1980).  
 Some strategies voluntarily childless people use for managing the stigma claiming “we 
aren’t ready yet”, reaffirming their other contributions to society such as being a doctor or 
implying that they are infertile or saying “we can’t have children” even though the inability 
would be because of voluntary sterilization to prevent pregnancy (Park 2005).  The stigma 
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towards choosing not to have children is reinforced by one of the stigma management strategies 
for involuntarily childless people.  One of their strategies is to be honest about their inability to 
have children so that they are not perceived as voluntarily childless.  The latter is perceived as a 
worse status (Miall 1986). 
When individuals choose not to have children, they also choose not to provide 
grandchildren to their parents.  This potentially takes away an important life stage with 
significant meanings and roles for the parents (Bengston 2001).  Some of the significant 
meanings attributed to grandparenthood include experiencing emotional fulfillment by spending 
time with the grandchildren, providing financial resources to the grandchild, and feeling young 
by interacting with the grandchild (Neugarten and Weinsten 1964).  Grandparents also enjoy 
indulging their grandchildren by providing them with resources and opportunities they may have 
not been able to provide their children (Kivnick 1983).  Additional roles that are considered as 
important part of grandparenthood include being involved with the grandchild by being their 
friend, teacher, playmate, and role model (Dellman-Jenkins, Hollis, and Gordon 2008). 
For many years, researchers have studied the implications of various family structure 
changes on the individuals directly involved (e.g., Berkowitz and Marsiglio 2007; Brown 2000; 
Nixon, Green, and Hogan 2012; Smock and Greenland 2004), but there remains little research 
regarding the implications of family structure changes for people outside the family of 
procreation.  Some research on the intergenerational effects of single-parenthood and divorce 
indicates that the parents of a single parent become more involved in the caretaking of their 
grandchildren (Ruiz 2008; Spitze, Logan, Deane, and Zerger 1994).  However, although there are 
numerous studies and as many meanings and roles attached to grandparenthood, there is little 
4 
 
understanding of how a child’s decision to be childless, thus not provide a grandchild and the 
experience of grandparenthood, affects their parents’ thoughts and daily lives.   
Therefore, to examine the implications of family structure changes on other family 
members, I chose to examine the perceptions and experiences of parents of voluntarily childless 
individuals.  I conducted semi-structured interviews with 24 participants who had at least one 
adult voluntarily childless child.  I used a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967; 
Strauss and Corbin 1998) and used symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1966) as the theoretical 
framework. 
The rest of the dissertation consists of six chapters.  Chapter 2 contains a review of 
literature.  Since there is no empirical research available, to my knowledge, on the parents of 
voluntarily childless people, the chapter reviews literature on related subjects.  The chapter opens 
with a review of postmodern families.  Then the chapter includes a review of the voluntarily 
childless literature.  If a child chooses not to have children, then their parent may have fewer or 
even no grandchildren; therefore, the next section of literature reviewed is the meanings and 
roles of grandparenthood.  The last subject included is literature on adult child-parent 
relationships.  The quality of the relationship the parent has with their child may affect their 
perceptions and experiences associated with their child’s decision not to have children of their 
own.   
This chapter concludes with details of the theoretical framework and the seven research 
questions: (1) Do parents stigmatize their children for choosing not to have children?  (2) How 
do parents feel about their children’s decision not to have children?  (3) Are parents concerned 
about their children’s childless future?  (4) Do parents believe their children’s intention to be 
childless?  (5) Do the parents of voluntarily childless individuals feel stigmatized?  (6) What do 
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parents perceive as the rewards and costs for having fewer or no grandchildren?  and (7) How 
does voluntary childlessness affect the parent-child relationship? 
In Chapter 3, I explain the methods used for recruitment, provide demographic details of 
the participants and their children, and explain the data analysis method.  Chapters 4-6 contain 
the analysis of the data.  In Chapter 4, I examined some parents’ concerns for their children’s 
future without children, why they had the concerns, and why some parents did not have the 
concerns.  Parents expressed concern that their children would not experience the roles of 
parenthood or would not have care and companionship when older.  Some of the parents had the 
concerns because of their positive experiences with parenting their children or caring for their 
parents.  They wanted the same positive experiences for their children.  Some were also 
concerned because they thought their children’s friendships would not be stable enough to 
provide the support that children would not be around to provide.  Conversely, other parents did 
not have some or all of the concerns.  The parents perceived their children to be financially 
stable, have other relationships and resources, or have personality traits that would prevent 
regretting not having the parenting experience, being lonely, or not having care. 
In Chapter 5, I examined why some parents thought their children would decide to have 
children and why some parents believed their children would stay voluntarily childless.  I 
discovered that some parents thought their children would decide to have children over time, as 
their status changed with respect to their age and relationship status.  The parents perceived that 
their children were too young to be making definite childbearing decisions.  That role is reserved 
for when their children are older.  Some parents believed their children would remain childless 
because their children maintained their childless intentions as they aged closer to when people 
typically make parenthood decisions and through events in relationships.  In addition, some 
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parents believed their children’s intentions to remain childless because of other statuses that 
indicate the decision is definite, such as their children’s personality traits, non-fertility related 
medical reasons, or voluntarily sterilization.  
In Chapter 6, I examined some parents’ perceived rewards and costs for themselves 
because their children chose not to have children.  The parents who perceived rewards for 
themselves discussed freedom.  Some identified being free from grandchild responsibilities, such 
that they could spend their time and money how they wished.  Some discussed that they could 
move when and where they wanted.  Lastly, some mentioned that they were free from 
experiencing fears about the nonexistent grandchildren.  The parents who perceived costs for 
themselves discussed having fewer or no interactions with their children, nonexistent 
grandchildren, and friends.  They also discussed that their family line not continuing through 
biological descendants as a loss.  The final chapter is a conclusion of the dissertation that 
includes a summary and discussion of the results, a discussion of the limitations of the research, 









Mom, dad, 2.5 children, a picket fence, and a dog are the components of the stereotypical 
preferred family structure.  However, postmodern families, families that are changing and more 
diverse, are more common than this traditional stereotype (Demo, Aquilino, and Fine 2005).  For 
example, there are same-sex couples, cohabitating couples, divorced families, single parents, 
custodial grandparents, and voluntary childless couples (Cherlin 2010; Ruiz 2008; Livingston 
2013).  
According to data from the American Community Survey, in 2008 there were 539,230 
same-sex couples.  By 2016, the number increased to 887, 456 (United States Census Bureau 
2016a).  A possible contributing factor to the increase is that same-sex relationships are more 
accepted now than previous years.  In 1988, 11 percent of Americans supported same-sex 
marriage.  By 2014, support for same-sex marriage rose to 56 percent.  With respect to views 
towards same-sex relations, 70 percent of Americans felt that it was “always wrong” in 1973.  
By 2014, this decreased to 40 percent (Smith 2011; Swanson 2015).   
Cohabitation, living with an intimate partner without being married, is another family 
structure on the rise.  In 1995, three percent of adults aged 30-44 were cohabiting.  By 2010, the 
rate increased to seven percent (Fry and Cohn 2011).  Between 2007 and 2016, the number of 
cohabiting adults aged 18-34 increased 24 percent, from 7.2 million to 8.9 million.  For adults 
aged 35-49, the number increased 20 percent, from 3.9 million to 4.7 million.  Adults aged 50 
and older experienced the largest numerical increase of cohabitation of the three groups at 75 
percent, from 2.3 million to 4 million (Stepler 2017). 
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Divorce rates in the United States increased since the 1960s. By the end of the 70s, 50 
percent of first marriages were ending in divorce.  After 1980, the divorce rate did decrease; 
however, the divorce rate for first marriages is still between 40 percent and 50 percent (Amato 
2010; Cherlin 2010; Wolfers 2008).  The crude rate shows that in 1970, 14.9 per 1000 married 
women divorced.  In 1979, the rate of women divorced peaked at 22.8.  In 2015, the rate was 
down to 16.9 (Anderson 2016). 
The increase of single-parent households is another family structure change.  In 1960, 8 
percent of children were raised by a single-mother and 1 percent by a single-father.  By 2016, the 
percent of children raised by a single-mother increased to 23 percent and by a single-father to 4 
percent (United States Census Bureau 2016b).   
One intergenerational family form change is grandparents becoming the primary care 
givers of their grandchildren (United States Census Bureau 2012b).  In 1970, 3 percent of 
children were living in a household headed by a grandparent.  In 2010, this rate increased to 7 
percent (Scommegna 2012).  This is becoming more common in the African American 
communities where these drugs, poverty, and single-parenthood are more prevalent (Anderson 
1999; Ruiz and Zhu 2004; Ruiz 2008).  As of 2011, eight percent of African American children 
were being raised by grandparents (Livingston 2013).  
These are other post-modern family changes in recent decades, including voluntary 
childlessness.  Since the 1970s, there has been extensive research on the perceptions and the 
experiences of voluntary childlessness.  However, there is no current empirical research on the 
perceptions and effects of this change on other family members.  As family forms change, there 
can be implications for other family members.  With respect to voluntary childlessness, this can 
mean fewer or no grandchildren for the would-be grandparents.  To fill this gap, the focus of this 
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study is on the views and experiences of parents with voluntary childlessness children.  The 
parents’ views and experiences reflect their children’s choice not to reproduce and the resulting 
effects of having fewer or no grandchildren.  Because there is no current research on this specific 
topic, the following review of literature includes information on voluntary childlessness and 
grandparenthood.  Information on adult-child relationships is also included since the parents’ 
perspectives may be influenced by their relationship with their child. 
Voluntary childlessness 
 Defining.  Childlessness is separated typically into two groups: involuntary and 
voluntary.  Involuntarily childless individuals cannot have children due to infertility.  Childfree 
and childless by choice are common terms used to reference those are voluntarily childless 
(Blackstone and Stewart 2012).  I will use voluntary childlessness and childless by choice 
throughout this paper to provide consistency and a clear contrast to involuntary childlessness, 
except for when childfree is referenced in other research.  This terminology used is merely for 
consistency and is not meant to disregard the reasons people may prefer to identify as childfree. 
According to the National Survey on Family Growth (NSFG), voluntarily childless 
women are (1) fecund, can physically have children, or are sterilized for contraceptive reasons; 
(2) do not currently have any children; and (3) do not expect to have children (Chandra, 
Martinez, Mosher, Abma, and Jones 2005).  However, operational definitions of voluntary 
childlessness vary.  The most common criteria are that the person is able to have children but 
made a decision not to.  However, Avison and Furnham (2015) considered respondents who 
marked both “probably don’t want children” and “definitely don’t want children” as voluntarily 
childless.  Other specific criteria for determining someone to be voluntarily childless include 
being in a heterosexual marriage or committed relationship for a certain number of years (e.g. 
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Park 2002; Park 2005), not having any medical conditions that led to the decision (e.g. Park 
2002), and/or not currently raising any children such as stepchildren (e.g. Callan 1983).  In 
contrast to these criteria, a few studies have included those who identify as gay or lesbian (e.g. 
Gillespie 2003) and single individuals (Callan 1983).  Clarke, Hayfield, Ellis, and Terry (2017) 
specifically focused on childfree lesbians in the UK.  Their study fills the need for voluntary 
childless research to be more inclusive.  Given the relationship between sexual orientation and 
procreation expectations, this study also reinforced the importance of examining voluntary 
childlessness within the context of being gay or lesbian rather than as a voluntary childless 
person who happens to be gay or lesbian (Blackstone 2014).  
Additionally, some studies include those who become childless through postponing the 
decision until it becomes too late to procreate naturally (Abma & Martinez, 2006).  Age 
requirements also varied across studies such as 15-44 (Chandra et al. 2005), 18-44 (Rovi 1994), 
at least 30 years old (Somers 1993), 35-44 (Abma and Martinez 2006), 35 and older (Clarke, 
Hayfield, Ellis, and Terry 2017).  Additionally, characteristics of those who self-identify as 
voluntarily childless are not as clearly defined and/or may contradict those defined by 
researchers.  For example, in Hayden’s (2010) research, two participants who identified as 
voluntarily childless were stepmothers.  In addition, Moore’s (2014) study of identity 
construction in an online forum (“Childfree” group on LiveJournal) found that the members in 
the community defined themselves as voluntarily childless in many ways.  They emphasized 
choice, but never included biological ability as a criterion.  Although members did emphasize 
“never having children” as a criterion, self-definition of what it means to “have children” was 
considered important.  Clarke, Hayfield, Ellis, and Terry (2017) also did not indicate biological 
ability as required for participating in their study.   
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For this study, voluntary childless individuals are defined as heterosexual adults over the 
age of 18, who are not currently raising children, identify as childless by choice, and plan to 
remain childless by choice.  Explanations for these criteria are in Chapter 3: Method.  
Occurrence.  While voluntary childlessness is now becoming more common, it has not 
always been.  The following data focus on women since that is how fertility data is typically 
measured.  Data from the 1970s until the present suggests a general upward swing of women 
who are childless by choice.  In 1972, the rate of planned childlessness for women 18-44 was 3.6 
percent (Rovi 1994).  Since the 1970s, the percentage of voluntarily childless women has 
increased.  According to the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) data, the percent of 
voluntarily childless women aged 15-44 in 1982, 1988, 1995, and 2002 was five, six, seven, and 
six respectively (Chandra, Martinez, Mosher, Abma, and Jones 2005).  The rates have held 
steady since 2002.  According to data from the NSFG, the rate of women aged 15-44 who were 
voluntarily childless for 2006-2010 was six percent (Martinez, Daniels, and Chandra 2012).  The 
most current data available from the Center for Disease Control (2017), tabulated by the National 
Center for Health Statistics, indicates that voluntary childless women aged 15-44 for 2011-2015 
increased to 7.4 percent.   
It is important to pay close attention to the rates found in older cohorts of women.  
Younger women may change their childbearing intentions or discover fecundity problems later 
in life, thus upsetting accurate rates of long-term voluntary childlessness, while older women 
(35-44) are more likely to have made permanent decisions with respect to their education, career, 
marriage, and parenthood desires.  Additionally, this cohort is more likely to be aware of their 
own fecundity, which provides data that is more accurate of long-term voluntary childlessness.  
Using the same NSFG data as Chandra et al. (2005), Abma and Martinez (2006) found that the 
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percentages of women aged 35 to 44 who were voluntarily childless were usually higher than the 
percentages that included younger women.  The percentage of women in this age group who 
identified as voluntarily childless was five percent in 1982, increased to eight percent in 1988 
and nine percent in 1995, and then decreased to seven percent in 2002.  The decrease of 
voluntary childlessness after 1995 may reflect the increased acceptability and feasibility of 
women combining childrearing and employment, rather than having to make a choice (Abma and 
Martinez 2006; Hollander 2007).  However, voluntarily childless women were consistently a 
large proportion of childless women for women aged 35-44 during the four years of data 
collection.  For example, in 1982, voluntarily childless women in this age bracket were 41 
percent of childless women, whereas 31 percent were involuntarily childless, and 28 percent 
were temporarily childless.  The rates fluctuated over the years, but stayed relatively similar 
(Abma and Martinez 2006).  This indicates that childlessness in the United States is largely a 
lifestyle choice via voluntary childlessness. 
While an older cohort may more accurately provide long-term data about voluntary 
childlessness, examining age for first-time marriage and motherhood also provides useful data 
about remaining voluntarily childless and people’s beliefs about the decision.  Since the 1970s, 
the average ages for both first marriage and first parenthood have increased.  The average age of 
first time mothers in 2012 increased to 25.8 (Martin, Hamilton, Osterman, Curtin, and Mathews 
2013) compared to 21.4 in 1970 (Matthews and Hamilton 2002).  The median age of first 
marriage also increased for woman and men in 2012, to 26.6 and 28.8 years, respectively (United 
States Census Bureau 2012a).  By comparison, in 1970, the median age of first marriage for 
women was 20.8 and 23.2 for men (U. S. Bureau of the Census 2004).  This illustrates that 
women and men are postponing marriage and childbearing decisions, which may affect 
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voluntary childless rates.  Continually postponing childbearing decisions is one way people 
remain childless (Veevers 1980).  In addition, the trend to postpone marriage and childbearing 
decisions may lead people to view individuals who choose to be childless prior to their late 20s 
or prior to marriage as deviant or expect them to change their mind later in life, which does 
occur.  While the general trend to remain childless by choice has steadily increased in the last 
four decades, living a childless lifestyle is not always a stable preference or action.  Heaton, 
Jacobson, and Holland (1999) found that over the course of Wave I (1987-1988) and Wave II 
(1992-1994) of the National Survey of Families and Household, only 7 percent of households 
consistently intended to be childless, while 12 percent abandoned their childless by choice stance 
in favor of having children.      
Deciding to be Childless.  The decision to remain voluntarily childless may occur at any 
age life stage; however, it most often occurs during major adult stages before and after marriage.  
According to Ory (1978), voluntarily childless individuals, on average, desired 2.586 children in 
childhood, compared to the 3.4 parents desired.  However, while the desired number of children 
for parents remained steady, the numbers consistently decreased through each stage of life for 
the voluntarily childless: high school (3.2: 2.1), engagement (2.8: 2.1), at marriage (2.8: 1.4), 
soon after marriage (2.7: 0.9), and a few years after marriage (2.6: 0.7).  The consistent decrease 
of number of children desired illustrates an increased rejection of parenthood (Gillespie 2003) 
through each major stage of life, especially those involving a spouse.  Ory (1978) identified three 
types of voluntary childlessness: early articulators, those who decided to be childless early in 
life, even before marriage; joint deciders, those who decided within a relationship to be childless; 
and, continuous delayers, those who delay the decision to be a parent until it is permanently 
decided for them because of age.  In addition, voluntarily childless were more likely to make an 
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active decision to be childless at later stages in their life, and relationship, illustrating a joint 
decision for many childless couples (Ory 1978), which is consistent with Silka and Kiesler’s 
(1977) findings that voluntarily childless couples were most likely to make a joint decision to be 
childless.   
Ory (1978) also found that older nonparents are more likely to reach this lifestyle through 
a series of delays (Veevers 1980) that lead to permanent childlessness through the early stages of 
marriage “rather than early articulation (an intention to remain childless relatively early in life, 
even before marriage)” (Park 2002:29).  However, the younger voluntarily childless (married 
since 1973) were more likely to “enter marriage with the mutual understanding that neither 
partner wanted children” (Ory 1978:535), indicating a shift away from mutual decision making 
after marriage to marrying partners with similar preferences towards childbearing.  Lee and 
Zvonkovic (2014) found evidence of this in their study of voluntarily childless couples.  Their 
study revealed three types of voluntary childless couples: mutual early articulators, both 
individuals intended to be childless prior to entering the relationship; mutual postponers, couples 
who agree not to have children yet and plan to postpone the decision; and nonmutal couples, 
couples that consist of an early articulator and someone with varying degrees of parenting 
desires.     
Blackstone and Stewart (2016) interviewed 21 women and 10 men who chose not to have 
children.  Their findings further the understanding of how people choose not to have children.  
They found that the decision not to have children was a conscious decision and typically 
occurred as a process, rather than a single event.  With the exception of two of the women, all of 
the participants indicated they consciously decided not to have children.  The findings about a 
conscious decision illustrates that people actually do “choose” not to have children.  They make 
15 
 
a deliberate plan to not parent.  One participant emphasized this further by explaining that she 
pays a lot of conscious attention to making sure she does not get pregnant.  The participants also 
discussed that their decision was one that developed over time.  Many discussed events they 
observed in their family members that stimulated early thoughts about not having children.  
Participants observed family members continually postpone having children, struggle financially 
while raising children, and attempt to fix a marriage with a child only to divorce two years later.  
The participants did not make the decision not to have children specifically because of these 
events.  The events were simply stimulants that helped shape the eventual decision not to have 
children.  Blackstone and Stewart’s findings illustrate that many people who choose not to have 
children make a thoughtful deliberate decision.  The use of voluntary sterilization further 
indicates that people, even women, are choosing not to become a parent (Ritchie 2013).   
There are many reasons that individuals and couples choose not to have children.  Some 
of the main reasons people give for planning to remain childless include a concern for 
overpopulation (Movius 1976; Park 2005), the high cost of childrearing (Movius 1976), the 
perceived burden children would have by limiting one’s personal freedom or independence 
(Gillespie 2003; Movius 1976; Silka and Kiesler 1977; Somers 1993), the ability of the childless 
to focus on leisure and social activities (Heaton, Jacobson, and Holland 1999; Park 2005), and a 
desire to focus on one’s career (Park 2005; Somers 1993) or their relationship with their partner 
(Gillespie 2003). Other reasons include not viewing daily childrearing responsibilities as 
appealing or fulfilling and improved financial stability (Gillespie 2003).  Additional explanations 
reported by voluntarily childless women include a desire to maintain personal identity (Gillespie 
2003) and a simple lack of interest in children (Park 2005).  Blackstone and Stewart (2016) 
found gender differences in reasons for choosing not to have children.  The men in their study 
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frequently identified potential consequences parenting would have of their everyday lives, habits, 
and hobbies.  In contrast, the women in the study typically made the decision in contrast to 
others’ decisions to parent and a concern for the well-being of the population.  For example, one 
participant felt that not having children was the responsible thing to do.  She discussed the trash a 
family produced while camping as an example of how having children negatively affects the 
well-being of the world.  
Characteristics.  The perceived burden children place upon freedom and independence 
corresponds to characteristics of voluntarily childless individuals.   Based on an assessment of 
personality traits, voluntarily childless individuals scored higher on independence traits than 
parents or people desiring children (Avison and Furnham 2015).  Another reason identified for 
voluntary childlessness was focusing on one’s career.  This is evident through data on 
characteristics of voluntarily childless individuals.  Voluntarily childless women are also more 
likely to have similar career prestige as their husbands; whereas women with children tend have 
lower career levels than their husbands (Feldman 1981).  A higher percentage of other women, 
compared to voluntarily childless women have been out of work at some point or do not have 
work experience (Waren and Pals 2013).  Since women with children tend to have more 
traditional views (Feldman 1981) and less egalitarian principles (Bram 1984) about women and 
roles within marriage, parents may ascribe to arrangements that give the man more power 
(Newman 2009); whereas voluntarily childless women’s education and career attainments 
coincide with their egalitarian views (Bram 1984; Feldman 1981; Polonko et al. 1982).  
The relationship between career attainment and fertility is not simplistic.  A woman may 
commit to a professional career and career advancements due to prior decisions to be childless.  
However, having a higher career level may lead a woman to consider remaining childless such 
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that the rewards associated with the career are greater (Abma and Martinez 2006; Feldman 1981; 
Movius 1976; Ory 1978).  Park (2005) found that voluntarily childless women in her study felt 
that they could not balance parenting and a career and that being childless allowed them to “full 
embrace a valued career identity” (390).  Alternatively, a childless woman may work because 
she does not have children (De Jong and Sell 1977; Ory 1978; Ritchey and Stokes 1967) and 
then leave the labor force upon birth (Ritchey and Stokes 1967).  Similarly, women may choose 
to have children and limit considerable commitment to career advancement due to fewer 
perceived rewards associated with the career (Feldman 1981).   
  However, Heaton et al. (1999) found that neither desired hours of work nor concern about 
time and energy for a career has a statistically significant relationship with patterns of 
childlessness or parenting, suggesting that people do not see parenthood and career as conflicting 
statuses.  Rather than viewing childrearing and career aspirations as competing goals, voluntarily 
childless women may simply envision their life as complete and preferable without children 
(Abma and Martinez 2006; Gillespie 2003) such that employment serves as an alternative to 
childbearing (De Jong and Sell 1977).  Their career may meet those needs children would 
provide, as voluntarily childless women are more likely to mention achievement themes in their 
goals for the future, plan to work until retirement, and view the importance of working the same 
as marriage and family” (Bram 1984). 
 Abma and Martinez (2006) and Bram (1984) found that voluntarily childless women 
have higher individual and family incomes than mothers and other childless women, providing 
substantial discretionary spending power.  With an increased likelihood that women are 
employed, and in a professional position, childless couples have two incomes, and eventually 
two pensions from healthy careers, at their discretion.  Without the expenses associated with 
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raising children, they are able to spend a substantial amount of money on hobbies and 
materialistic interests that suit their preferred lifestyle.  Childless couples spend more on 
furnishings, new vehicles, liquor, takeout food, and dining at restaurants (“Childless Couples”, 
1993; Paul 2001). 
 In a study of low-income students, the males who wanted to be childless had lower 
occupational expectations than the males who wanted children (Kenkel 1985).  This may be due 
to males expecting to obtain a career that can support a family.  The male students that want 
children may have higher career ambitions to earn a salary that can support a family, as higher-
earning males are less likely to remain childless (Houseknecht 1987).  Alternatively, the female 
students that did not want children had significantly higher educational aspirations and 
expectations than the female students that wanted children (Kenkel 1985).  This may be due to 
the perception that children are burden on a women’s ability to earn a higher education for a 
career.    
    Socioeconomic information on voluntarily childless men, separate from women, is 
sparse.  Using data for the NSFG 2002: Cycle 6, Waren and Pals (2013) found that voluntary 
childless women have higher education than other women.  There is a positive relationship 
between educational attainment and probability of voluntary childlessness for women.  The 
probability of voluntary childlessness for women with 10 years of education is .02.  For women 
with 19 years of education, this probability increases to .06.  Reflective of the aspirations of low-
income students, Waren and Pals found no significant difference in probability of voluntary 
childlessness for men based on education level.  Feldman (1981) also found that voluntarily 
childless men, compared to parents, did not have higher rates of education; however, Keith 
(1983) found that elderly childless men and women have more education than do elderly parents.   
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  Feldman (1981) found that “parents are more likely to have traditional attitudes toward 
women’s [roles] than childless” (597), while childless couples are “more likely to value 
masculine traits of achievement and independence” (597).  Childless females were more likely to 
report nontraditional attitudes than males (Seccombe 1991), which corresponds to childless men 
having more pronatalistic attitudes than females (Seccombe 1991; Silka and Kiesler 1977).  
Compared to temporarily childless women and mothers, voluntarily childless women are also 
more likely to agree with egalitarian principles such as sharing household and childcare 
responsibilities (Bram 1984).  These attitudes are also presented in action.  According to Polonko 
et al. (1982), voluntarily childless wives are more likely to have egalitarian division of household 
labor than postponers or mothers.  This attitude is also found among voluntarily childless men.  
Waren and Pals (2013) found that other men and women believe in traditional gender roles more 
than voluntarily childless men and women.  
 Using data from the National Survey of Fertility Barriers, a random-digit-dialing 
telephone survey of U.S. women aged 24-45 from 2004 to 2007, McQuillan, Greil, Shreffler, and 
Tichenor (2008) analyzed the importance of motherhood.  They found that, although 
demographic data suggests that voluntarily childless individuals are more educated and career-
focused than parents, there is no correlation between the importance of motherhood and 
education level for both mothers and non-mothers.  There is positive correlation between the 
importance of motherhood and the importance of work for mothers, but not for non-mothers.  
Consistent with the preferences for voluntarily childless individuals to focus on pursuing 
personal interests, there is a negative correlation between valuing leisure and valuing 
motherhood for non-mothers.  McQuillan, Greil, Shreffler, and Bedrous (2015) explored the 
importance of motherhood further.  They analyzed the relationship between the importance of 
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motherhood and fertility intentions.  They found that the importance of motherhood mediates the 
indirect association of common correlates of fertility intentions: religiosity, valuing career 
success; valuing leisure, religious service attendance, and pro-family messages from parents and 
partners.  Traditional gender attitudes were the only measures that was directly associated with 
fertility intentions.  Those with higher traditional gender attitudes have higher fertility intentions.  
These results correspond to Bram’s (1984), Feldman’s (1981), and Polonko et al.’s (1982) 
findings that parents were more likely to ascribe to traditional views about man’s power and 
division of household labor compared to voluntarily childless individuals. 
While childless women, voluntary and involuntary, are more likely to be White (Chandra 
et al. 2005; Heaton et al. 1999), Abma and Martinez (2006) found that voluntarily childless 
women are more likely to be White than the temporarily or involuntarily childless.  Waren and 
Pals (2013) found that among white men, aged 21-44, the rate of voluntarily childlessness was 
7.8 percent.  This is about twice the rate of voluntarily childless men of minority racial-ethnic 
groups (Pacific Islander: 2.2 percent, Hispanic: 2.9 percent, and African American: 3.9 percent).  
However, Abma and Peterson (1995) found that when socioeconomic status is the same, African 
American and White women have similar rates of voluntary childlessness (cited in Park 2005).  
The lower rates of voluntary childlessness in African American women across socioeconomic 
groups is most likely due to earlier childrearing (Dye 2010) and lower educational and income 
attainments (Crissey 2009) for African American women than White women (Park 2005), which 
are both key characteristics of voluntarily childless women. 
  The voluntarily childless are more likely to follow no religion than other childless, 
parents, or those yearning to have children (Abma and Martinez 2006; Avison and Furnham, 
2015; Feldman 1981; Houseknecht 1979; Ory 1978; Somers 1993).  These differences reflect the 
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pronatalist doctrines of most American religions.  Those following a religion are more likely to 
adhere to the pronatalist values of their religion (Ory 1978).  In addition, this significant 
difference is most likely due to switching to no religion after being raised religious.  Parents, 
voluntarily childless, involuntarily childless, and temporarily childless have similar rates of 
religiosity as children, but voluntarily childless women were more likely to switch to no religion.  
However, the directional relationship between rejection or religion and parenthood is unknown 
(Abma and Martinez 2006).   
Costs and Rewards.  There are as many perceived costs and rewards of childrearing 
decisions as there are reasons for remaining childless.  Houser, Berkman, and Beckman (1984) 
looked at perceived rewards and costs of childlessness by interviewing elderly married and 
widowed women, both those with and without children.  Both groups perceived less 
responsibility, worry, and stress and more personal freedom and privacy as rewards of 
childlessness.  However, the childless were statistically more likely to view less responsibility, 
worry, stress, more personal freedom and privacy, and monetary benefits as rewards of not 
having children.  They were also more likely to believe that childlessness was better for the 
marriage.  Despite the perceived rewards, both groups acknowledged the costs of childlessness 
as well.  Both groups agreed that the disadvantages of childlessness included being lonely, 
having no one special, having no family or family events, missing an important part of life 
(parenthood), and receiving less love and affection.  Compared to the non-parents, the parents 
were significantly more likely to name being lonely, missing an important part of life, having 
less love and affection, missing grandchildren, and not having beneficial interactions with 
children as disadvantages of childlessness (Houser et al. 1984).  Participants in Letherby’s 
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(2002) study also recognized that they will not experience the nurturing role of motherhood and 
will not have grandchildren.  
Although there is a perception that childless individuals are lonely, the childless elderly 
do not have significantly different levels of loneliness (Keith 1983; Koropeckyj-Cox 1998) or 
depression (Koropeckyj-Cox 1998) compared to parents.  Keith conducted interviews with 
childless individuals and parents, while Koropeckyj-Cox used data from the 1988 NSFG.  Using 
the 1993 Asset and Health Dynamics Among the Oldest Old data, Zhang and Hayward (2001) 
also found that levels of loneliness or depression were not statistically different between 
childless elderly and elderly parents, when controlling for marital status.  Using data from the 
1974 “The Myth and Reality of Aging in America” national survey, Bachrach (1980) found that 
unmarried (divorced, separated, widowed) childless elderly have an increased probability of 
social isolation because they are probably alone without a spouse and are less likely to have had 
social contacts within the previous two days.  However, marital status is not the only factor when 
determining loneliness in the childless elderly.  When incorporating gender into the mix of 
influences, Zhang and Hayward (2001) found that divorced and widowed childless men had a 
higher likelihood of loneliness compared to men in other marital statuses as well as compared to 
women in all marital status.  In addition, compared to divorced childless women, divorced and 
widowed childless men were significantly more likely to experience depression, which 
corresponds to absence of social contacts for men.  Keith (1983) found that elderly women had 
more close friends and were more likely to be involved in social organizations than men were.  
These social resources may provide enough social cohesion to reduce the likelihood of loneliness 
and depression when childless and divorced or widowed.  
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Perceptions and stigma.  Although voluntary childlessness is more prominent today than 
it was in the 1970s, pronatalism, the expectation to reproduce and want to reproduce, is still 
strongly valued in Western culture (Newman 2009).  Women in the United States are expected to 
want and have children for identity and fulfillment (Ory 1978; Veevers 1980).  Socially, women 
are socialized to become mothers as early as childhood with baby dolls.  Additionally, women 
are expected to have the “maternal instinct” that leads them to the path of desired motherhood 
(Silverman and Silverman 1971).  Although the validity of a “maternal instinct” is challenged 
through child abuse, abortion, and infanticide (Movius 1976), women are still expected to have 
this internal desire to be a mother.  The assumption that women want to have children leads 
doctors to apologize for health conditions that make pregnancy difficult or congratulate women 
with quality reproductive organs (Matthews and Desjardins 2017).  Additionally, this belief leads 
people to think that voluntarily childless individuals, especially women, will change their minds.   
as indicated by a female participant in Gillespie’s study: “They don’t like it, they say: ‘Oh, you’ll 
change your mind.  You’ll meet the right person’” (2000:228).  Couples in Lee and Zvonkovic’s 
(2014) study expressed that a common reaction from people was disbelief but that some friends 
and family understood and accepted their decision.  
Voluntarily childless women also find it difficult to obtain elective sterilization.  Women 
report that doctors will not perform voluntary sterilization on them because, according to the 
physician, “[the women] might change their minds and later want children” (Richie 2013:39).  
Other physicians only perform the procedure if the woman already has children, reinforcing the 
belief that women should have and should want to have children (Richie 2013).  When a couple 
wanted to obtain a vasectomy to prevent conception, “the only reason the doctor ended up doing 
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it was because of my health condition . . . Apparently not wanting to be a mom isn’t enough” 
(Matthews and Desjardins 2017:35). 
Procreation is such an integral part of the institution of marriage that many people 
consider a childless heterosexual marriage deviant, especially when the lack of children is due to 
choice (Ory 1978; Veevers 1980).  A stigmatized attribute is one that is not desired and differed 
from the norm supported by society (Goffman 1963).  Wanting and having children is considered 
an expected and “normal” attribute, especially for women since their body’s function is to carry a 
child; whereas, childlessness by choice differs this norm, and thus is an attribute that causes the 
voluntary childless individual to be stigmatized.  Voluntary childlessness is not easily 
identifiable, thus it is a discreditable attribute.  The views towards voluntarily childless 
individuals, discussed below, illustrate that being voluntarily childless is a “blemish of individual 
character” stigma (Goffman 1963). 
Thirty years ago, these pronatalistic expectations led to negative perceptions of those who 
choose not to have children, which still exist today.  People viewed the voluntarily childless as 
being more selfish, immature (Ory 1978; Silka and Kiesler 1977; Vinson, Mollen, and Smith 
2010), materialistic (Koropeckyj-Cox, Çopur, Romano, and Cody-Rydzewski 2018; Silka and 
Kiesler 1977), unhappy (Jamison, Franzini, and Kaplan 1979; Ory 1978; Silka and Kiesler 
1977), and lonely (Blake 1979) than parents.  In addition, people also viewed them as being less 
sensitive, less loving (Jamison et al. 1979), less caring (Lampman and Dowling-Guyer 1995), 
and having a more questionable mental state (Ory 1978) compared to parents.  The rest of this 
section details specific studies between the 1980s and 2010s that examined perceptions and 
stereotypes of voluntary childless individuals.  This illustrates that although acceptance of 
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different family structures has increased, this lifestyle is still stigmatized for challenging the 
expectation of parenthood.  
Using vignette research, Calhoun and Selby (1980) found several significant differences 
among student perceptions of people based upon their parental status.  Students viewed husbands 
with children as less disturbed than childless husbands.  Whether the husband’s decision to 
remain childless was voluntary or involuntary had little impact on student perception of the 
husband’s mental status.  However, when the description of the couple was voluntarily childless, 
the students rated the wife as less well-adjusted and liked the wife less, while their opinion of the 
husband remained unchanged.  The students judged the husbands based simply on the presence 
or absence of children whereas the students specifically judged the wives on their type of 
childlessness.  This judgment reinforces the social expectation that women should want to have 
children as their primary role in society.  In a similar study completed by Lampman and 
Dowling-Guyer (1995) fifteen years later, students viewed the voluntarily childless husbands and 
wives as significantly less ambitious and caring than the involuntarily childless or parents. 
 Koropeckyj-Cox, Romano, and Moras (2007) used vignettes to study students’ 
perceptions of childlessness by occupation.  Dual-professional couples were less likely to be 
perceived as infertile, compared to couples of lower occupations.  Lower occupational status, for 
either the wife or husband, such as construction worker and secretary, increased the likelihood 
that the couple would be perceived as infertile.  Using the same data, voluntarily childless 
couples were rated lower for wives’ negative emotionality, but higher for the husbands’ warmth 
and the relationship quality of the couple.    
 Female students were more likely than male students to rate the couples as highly likely 
to be childless or infertile.  Koropeckyj-Cox et al. (2007) suggest that this “supports the idea that 
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fertility decision-making is more often regarded as the woman’s choice” (424).  This corresponds 
to data reported by Silka and Kiesler (1977) that if voluntarily childless husbands changed their 
minds, women would not (0 percent), but if women changed their minds to wanting children, 
husbands (50 percent) would go along with the new plans.  An explanation for this variation may 
be that women perceive raising children as increased responsibilities that lead to a loss of time 
for one’s self (Gillespie 2003; Movius 1976; Silka and Kiesler 1977; Somers 1993) or career 
(Park 2005; Somers 1993), through housework and childcare after work (Hochschild, 1989).  
Since men are less likely to take on these additional responsibilities, they may be more willing to 
alter their childrearing plans (Silka and Kiesler 1977). 
 Females, higher educated, childless adults, and adoptive parents (Koropeckyj-Cox and 
Pendell 2007a; Koropeckyj-Cox and Pendell 2007b) have more positive attitudes about 
childlessness than men, less educated, and biological parents, respectively.  Other factors linked 
to positive attitudes towards childlessness include having less traditional attitudes, a higher 
income (Koropeckyj-Cox and Pendell 2007b), and no religion and being non-Hispanic, younger, 
never-married, and working full-time (Koropeckyj-Cox and Pendell, 2007a; Koropeckyj-Cox 
and Pendell 2007b).  Many of these factors correspond to each other, such as education, working, 
and higher income (Koropeckyj-Cox and Pendell 2007b).  Additionally, most of these factors 
correspond to common demographic characteristics of childless individuals and couples, as 
discussed previously.  
For respondents between the ages of 25-39, gender, race, and education had significant 
interactions with their attitudes towards childlessness.  Compared to Black men, White men, and 
Black women, White women are more likely to have favorable attitudes towards childlessness.  
In addition, college-educated women are most likely to have positive attitudes towards 
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childlessness.  With respect to education level and gender, college educated men view 
voluntarily childlessness the least positive, compared to the views of non-college educated men 
and women with and without a college education.  Those, with egalitarian gender beliefs towards 
marriage, especially women, are more likely to have favorable attitudes towards childlessness.  
The less traditional attitudes women hold about the importance, permanence, and purpose of 
marriage help explain the gender gap in attitudes discussed above.  Men, parents, and those with 
less than a high school education, are more likely to view the childless as leading empty lives, 
compared to women, childless, and more educated, respectively (Koropeckyj-Cox and Pendell 
2007b).   
  Similar to the other studies on perceptions of voluntary childlessness, Vinson, Mollen, 
and Smith (2010) used vignette research and administered the questionnaire to female college 
students.  The participants indicated their perceptions of the wife in the vignettes.  They 
indicated their perceptions for 10 traits (happy, feminine, fulfilled, nurturing, living a rewarding 
life, unselfish, faithful wife, ‘someone I’d like’, typical, and mature) on Likert scales.  As with 
previous studies, the participants rated the women with children more favorably on these traits.   
Koropeckyj-Cox, Çopur, Romano, and Cody-Rydzewski (2018) updated research on 
college students’ perceptions of childless and childfree couples using vignettes.  The perceptions 
students had about wives’ interpersonal warmth depended on the wives’ parental status.  With 
respect to warmth, the mothers were rated the highest followed by the childless (childless in 
general).  The childfree wives were rated the lowest on warmth.  Each paired comparison was 
statistically significant.  Similar to the other studies, mothers were perceived more likable, 
feminine, traditional, nurturing, warm, kind, and caring than either the childless or childfree 
wives.  Conversely, the childfree wives were perceived as less caring, traditional, warm, and 
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nurturing than the other two groups.  With respect to perceived drive items, the participants 
perceived the mothers as less career-orientated, less success-orientated, less self-centered, and 
less materialistic.  The results for the fathers are similar.  Fathers were rated the highest on 
interpersonal warmth, caring, nurturing, and being traditional compared to the childless and 
childfree husbands.   
 Ashburn-Nardo (2017) found that college students perceive voluntarily childless 
individuals as significantly less psychologically fulfilled than people with two children, 
indicating that there still is a perception that parenthood is necessary for fulfillment.  This 
relationship was mediated by moral outrage (i.e. retribution towards those who purposefully do 
something wrong or inflict harm that is motivated by disgust, anger, disapproval, and/or 
contempt).  College students participated in Bay’s (2017) research.  The results also showed that 
voluntarily childless people elicit disgust. 
Contrary to the above stereotypes, Silka and Kiesler (1977) found that voluntarily 
childless couples were not any more or less happy than were those contemplating parenthood and 
planning to become parents.  In addition, compared to the above groups, voluntarily childless 
couples “were equally satisfied with their lives and with each other, had equally happy 
childhoods, were no more likely to come from broken homes, did not differ in self-esteem” (22), 
and did not appear more or less selfish, immature, or materialistic. 
Although these perceptions are still pervasive 10-25 years after the previous studies, the 
stigmatization of the lifestyle is decreasing (Koropeckyj-Cox and Pendell 2007).  However, this 
is not to say that the social attitude regarding those who are childless by choice is totally 
accepting.  Attitude surveys indicate that the public still view voluntarily childless individuals as 
“less desirable, less well-adjusted, more materialistic, and more individualistic than parents” 
29 
 
(cited in Newman 2009:273).  In interviews with voluntarily childless women and men, Park 
(2002) found that most of her participants felt judged for their decision.  As in findings discussed 
above, her participants felt judged as selfish, cold, and materialistic.  The stigmatization of 
voluntarily childless individuals has led “normals” to try to “fix” them (Goffman 1963).  Using 
the same data, Park (2005) found that many people she interviewed experienced social pressures 
to have children.  Some of the remarks heard were “Oh you’d make a wonderful mother” and 
“What’s going to happen to you when you in your older age” (2005:32-34)?  Participants 
interviewed by Gillespie (2000) also expressed feeling judged as abnormal.  One participant felt 
judged by her sister-in-law: 
One of my partner’s, well his sister-in-law actually, said to me one day: ‘Isn’t it about 
time you had children?’ and I just looked at her and said: ‘Well actually I’d rather have 
another dog’. The look of horror. It’s never been mentioned again . . .there is an element 
of, there could be something strange about her. (229). 
 
I have had it from men at dinner parties, stuff like: ‘Oh my God, is she mad? You can 
almost see it in their eyes. A woman and she doesn’t want to get married and settle down 
and have babies. There must be something wrong with her’. (230) 
 
A participant in Matthews and Desjardins (2017) study experienced disbelief and social pressure 
to change from a colleague: 
What do you mean? Yes you’re going to have kids.’’ ‘‘Oh no, really, we’re not.’’ It got 
to the point where I just quit telling people. I said no we’re not. And he told me that a tree 
is only as good as the fruit it bears . . .My life is wasted if I don’t have kids. (36) 
 
 Chatroom comments indicate similar pressures: “We wish that our parents would get over it. … 
All we get is pressure from family, church, etc.”  (quoted in Gold 2012).   
Stigma management.  Park (2005) also examined how voluntarily childless individuals 
manage this stigma.  She found that childfree individuals’ strategies include passing as normal, 
substituting the identity, condemning the condemners, and redefining the situation.  To pass as 
normal, childless by choice couples may respond with remarks such as “Oh yeah, someday” or 
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“I’m not ready yet” when pressed about having children.  Identity substitution refers to 
individuals presenting a less stigmatized attribute, such as “We can’t have children,” to imply 
that the childlessness is not by choice.  This presents a less stigmatized form of childlessness 
since the stigmatization is on the body’s inability to perform naturally, not the character of the 
individual.  When someone condemns the condemners, they are deflecting the criticism to the 
condemners.  When an individual says that not wanting kids is selfish, the childfree individual’s 
response is that people may have children for selfish reasons such as preferring a biological child 
to adopting a child.  Finally, redefining the situation as a form of stigma management refers to 
the voluntarily childless individuals affirming their contributions to society.  Despite not being 
parents, childless individuals contribute to their communities in ways that help make them better, 
such as being a social worker or a professor. 
Morison et al. (2016) further explored stigma management techniques used by voluntarily 
childless individuals.  They generated data through online discussion forum posts in response to 
questions they posted and email interviews.  Their results indicated that choice was a central 
discursive resource for avoiding the stigmatized identity associated with voluntary childlessness.  
They identified two scripts: (a) the childfree-by-choice script and (b) the disavowal of choice 
script.  Participants used the first script to assert a positive identity.  There are two strategies for 
this script.  The first strategy is to emphasize the choice.  For example, one participant compared 
their decision to be childless as akin to their decision to play tennis: “I don’t owe anyone an 
explanation about why I don’t want kids any more than I owe the person an explanation about 
why I play tennis.  It’s just what I want out of life, nothing more nothing less” (191).  In this 
example, comparing the choice of childlessness to the choice of tennis neutralizes the stigma of 
choosing to be childless.  The second strategy of asserting choice is to invert the stigmatized 
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attributes.  Rather than being irrational and irresponsible, they are rational, responsible, and 
reflective for making this lifestyle choice.  
The disavowal of choice script is used to counter the stigma.  There are two strategies for 
this script.  The first strategy is indicating that choosing to be childless is as biologically natural 
as desiring to have children such that they have always been childfree and never had a desire to 
have children.  The second strategy is using the social costs and burdens of parenthood to 
demonstrate that choosing to be childless is a nonchoice.  For example, one participant 
associated the burden of parenthood with death: “My disgust against possible 
motherhood/pregnancy/delivery is s strong that I would be able to end my life if I was to choose 
pregnancy/delivery-death” (Morison et al. 2016:193).  These strategies extend on Park’s (2002) 
research by showing how voluntary childless individuals choose to assert their choice, rather 
than hide from it, as a means for managing the stigmatized identity.  
To understand the magnitude of stigmatization towards voluntarily childless individuals, 
it is beneficial to take into account the stigma management strategies used by those who are 
involuntarily childless.  Miall (1986) interviewed 20 involuntarily childless women and obtained 
responses to the interview questions from an additional 41 women to examine their strategies for 
managing the involuntarily childless stigma.  She found that involuntarily childless women 
(either they are infertile or their husbands are) use selective concealment, therapeutic disclosure, 
and preventive disclosure.  Selective concealment refers to the women choosing to whom they 
conceal information about the infertility.  They frequently told medical personnel, but conceal 
from friends and family.  Miall defines therapeutic disclosure as “selective disclosure of the 
discreditable attribute to others in order to enhance self-esteem or to renegotiate personal 
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perceptions of stigma” (1986:274).  One woman she interviewed expressed how much better she 
felt after disclosing information about the infertility to her family.    
According to Miall (1986), her participants used preventive disclosure to influence 
others’ ideas about the individual or infertility in general when the individual believed that others 
would know of their infertility eventually.  Medical disclaimers, deviance avowal, and practiced 
deception were specific strategies used as part of preventive disclosure.  Some women provide a 
medical disclaimer, such as disclosing that another disease led to the infertility or the woman’s 
tubes required removal, to explain that the infertility is “beyond my control”.  People accept the 
medical disclaimer as a legitimate explanation, which can reduce the stigmatization.  The two 
strategies used for deviance avowal are taking responsibility for the infertility (for the women 
with infertile husbands) and revealing the infertility (for the infertile women) to avoid being 
viewed as voluntarily childless and the associated negative stereotypes.  Unlike deviance avowal, 
practiced deception occurs when the couple takes joint responsibility for the infertility, even 
though usually only one person is infertile.  
Veevers argued that the stigmatization of voluntary childlessness is more than 
childlessness by infertility: "The subfecund may be considered unfortunate and hence deserving 
of sympathy, but the voluntarily childless are considered immoral and hence deserving of 
censure” (1979:5-6).  The findings conducted by both Park and Miall confirm this argument.  
Both voluntary and involuntary individuals in their studies perceived voluntary childlessness as a 
worse attribute.  Both voluntarily childless individuals and involuntarily childless individuals 
disclosed themselves as infertile to prevent the stigma of voluntarily childless.  This also 
corresponds to the different perceptions found by Calhoun and Selby (1980) and Lampman & 
Dowling-Guyer (1995).  
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Another mechanism for stigma management is joining support groups (Goffman, 1963).  
Voluntarily childless individuals have found support through community groups 
(www.meetup.com/topics/childfree/), online communities (e.g., childfree.livejournal.com/), and 
national organizations (e.g., the Childfree Network).  Involuntarily childless individuals have 
also found support online (Hinton, Kurinczuk, and Ziebland 2010) (e.g., www.resolve.org) and 
through community groups (www.meetup.com/topics/infertility-support/).  
Grandparenthood 
According to Smith and Drew (2002), nearly 94 percent of older parents in America are 
grandparents (cited in Stelle, Fruhauf, Orel, and Landrey-Meyer 2010).  However, as people 
have children later or not at all, the timing of grandparenthood is becoming later.  In 1992-1994, 
62 percent of U.S. women between 50 and 54 years of age were grandparents.  This rate 
decreased to 55 percent in 2010.  For the same periods, the rates for U.S. men aged 55-59 
decreased from 69 percent to 53 percent (Margolis and Wright 2017).  Using data from the Panel 
Study of Income Dynamics and the Health and Retirement Study, Yahirun, Park, Seltzer (2017) 
found that when looking the same age groups across generations, the rates of biological 
grandparenthood decreased, but the rates of step-grandparenthood often increased.  For example, 
the rates of grandmothers decreased from 65 percent to 38 percent for the 51-54 age group 
between the 1931-1941 and 1954-1959 cohorts.  At the same time, the rates of step-
grandmothers increased from 11 percent to 13 percent.  For the same age group and cohorts, the 
rates of biological grandfathers decreased from 51 percent to 28 percent and the rates of step-
grandfathers increased from 5 percent to 13 percent.  This shows that allow biological 
grandparenthood may decrease or occur later, people are increasingly experiencing 
grandparenthood as step-grandparents.   
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Although grandparenthood is being achieved later, grandparents have more healthy years 
to interact with grandchildren.  In 1993, U.S. grandmothers had an average of 15.9 healthy years 
to interact with grandchildren.  In 2010, that increased to 18.9 years.  For U.S. grandfathers, the 
average amount of healthy years increased from 13.2 in 1992-1994 to 15.8 in 2010 (Margolis 
and Wright 2017).   
Increased life expectancy and number of healthy years with grandchildren has placed 
grandparenthood as an important life stage and family relationship with significant identity 
meanings central to a person’s sense of self.  However, physical and emotional closeness to 
one’s children can affect the amount of their involvement with their grandchildren (Bengston 
2001; Kivnick 1983; Neugarten and Weinsten 1964; Reitzes and Mutran 2004b; Silverstein and 
Marenco 2001).  Collectively, the following literature on the meanings of grandparenthood and 
roles of being a grandparent provide an understanding of the value placed on the grandparent 
status.  Neugarten and Weinsten (1964) interviewed 70 pairs of middle-class grandparents to 
examine grandparent roles.  Each participant was interviewed separately, such that the couples 
were not interviewed together.  Neugarten and Weinsten identified five categories of meanings 
of the grandparent role: (1) biological renewal and continuance, (2) emotional fulfillment in new 
role, (3) resource person, (4) vicarious accomplishment, and (5) remote role.  Biological renewal 
and continuance happens when the grandparent feels “young” by interacting with a grandchild 
and the hope that grandchildren will carry on the family lineage.  Emotional fulfillment in a new 
role happens when the grandparent does things in his or her new role that they were not able to 
do as a parent, such as spending time with the grandchildren.  Acting as a resource person allows 
a grandparent to provide resources such as money or learning opportunities for the 
grandchildren.  Vicarious accomplishment is the grandparent experiencing and feeling proud for 
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the grandchild’s success.  While all of these four categories of grandparenthood meanings are 
representative of the positive aspects of grandparenting, some grandparents serve a more limited 
role in the lives of their grandchildren.  When this occurs, it is called a remote role and can best 
be defined as a grandparent not feeling like a grandparent due to inadequate contact with the 
grandchildren.  
Although these categorizations of grandparenthood offer important insights into the 
family roles of grandparents, other categorizations can offer insight as well.  Nearly twenty years 
after Neugarten and Weinsten developed their categories Kivnick (1983) identified five identity 
meanings of grandparenthood through an initial deductive conceptualization using both 
qualitative data from 11 interviews with grandparents and quantitative data from 289 
questionnaires given to grandparents: (1) centrality, (2) valued elder, (3) immortality through 
clan, (4) reinvolvement with personal past, and (5) indulgence.  Centrality is grandparenthood 
being a central part of the grandparents’ lives.  Valued elder is the grandparents passing 
traditions on to their grandchildren and being valued for it.  Immortality through clan includes 
having a sense of responsibility for the grandchildren and identifying through grandchildren.  For 
example, a grandparent may measure his or her life through the milestones of their grandchildren 
or look for behavioral or physical traits that are similar to the grandparent.  Once a grandparent 
has identified a similarity, they can achieve a sense of family immortality via the grandchildren 
passing on the family line.  Reinvolvement with personal past is the grandparents reliving their 
childhood experiences with their grandparents through interactions with their grandchildren.  
Indulgence is the grandparents being lenient towards their grandchildren’s mishaps and being 
able to give treats to the grandchildren. 
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   Dellman-Jenkins, Hollis, and Gordon (2008) surveyed 105 young parents and 105 
middle-aged and older parents about grandparent roles.  They found that the majority (82 
percent) in their study considered friend as an important role for grandparents to have with their 
grandchildren.  Teacher and playmate were both ranked as important roles by 76 percent of the 
participants, while role model and family historian were ranked as important by 66 percent and 
64 percent of the participants, respectively.  Over half of the participants ranked companion (54 
percent) and religious guide (56 percent) as important roles.  However, there were 
intergenerational differences.  The middle aged and older parents were more likely to consider 
religious guide and family historian as important roles compared to the younger parents.  The 
two roles that were not considered an important role by majority of the participants were 
mediator and chauffeur.  Only 31 percent and 28 percent of them, respectively, considered those 
roles important.  In this study, the participants were also surveyed about how they thought 
grandchildren would be remembered by their grandparents.  Being remembered as loving/caring 
was chosen by 86 percent of the participants.  The second most picked trait, by 62 percent of the 
grandparents, was helpful.  Compared to the middle-aged and older parents, the younger parents 
were more likely to think that grandchildren would remember their grandparents as fun, being a 
role model, having high values, and financially supportive.  When asked, “What strains or 
negative outcomes are associated with being a grandparent to young children today?” the 
participants did not indicate any negative aspects of grand parenting; however, a common 
concern was over the well-being and future welfare of grandchildren.   
Silverstein and Marenco (2001) advanced the understanding of these roles of 
grandparenthood by examining life course and sociodemographic variations in grandparents 
involvement with their grandchildren.  Whereas previous studies examined perceived roles and 
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meanings, Silverstein and Marenco examined actual behaviors.  They used data collected by 
telephone surveys in 1997-1998.  Their sample of 920 grandparents nationally represented the 
continental United States.  Majority of the grandparents in the study were involved in their 
grandchildren’s life, with 56 percent visiting with their grandchildren at least once a week and 60 
percent talking with their grandchildren on the phone at least once a week.  In a study of 
Australian grandparents, Condon, Luszdz, and McKee (2018) found that grandparents’ mental 
health improved the more contact they had with their grandchildren and more care they provided.    
In Silverstein and Marenco’s (2001) study, being a financial resource person was not a 
common role, while providing emotional support and babysitting were common.  Only 28 
percent of the grandparents reported providing $500 cash or equivalently priced gift to their 
grandchildren, whereas discussing personal concerns with their grandchildren was reported by 79 
percent of the grandparents with grandchildren older than three years old and babysitting their 
grandchildren was reported by 78 percent of the grandparents with grandchildren under the age 
of 13.  When sociodemographic and opportunity variables were included, financial assistance 
was more likely to come from African American, older, and higher income grandparents as well 
as grandparents who had greater contact but lived further away from their grandchildren.  The 
grandparents who were more likely to discuss personal concerns with their grandchildren were 
grandmothers, grandparents who were not working, thus allowing them time for such 
interactions, and grandparents who have more grandchildren.  The grandparents who were more 
likely to be involved in babysitting were grandmothers, married grandparents, younger 
grandparents, and grandparents with younger children.  If an older grandchild is present, the 
likelihood of babysitting is lower.  It may be possible that the older child takes over babysitting 
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duties.  Lastly, grandparents who are more likely to perform babysitting duties are those who live 
closer to and have more contact with their grandchildren.    
The grandparents also reported being involved in their grandchildren’s recreational 
activities (84 percent) and attending family gatherings with their grandchildren (93 percent) 
(Silverstein and Marenco 2001).  Similar to the findings by Dellman-Jenkins, Hollis, and Gordon 
(2008) about being a religious guide, Silverstein and Marenco (2001) found that 60 percent of 
grandparents participated in religious activities with their grandchildren.  The grandparents who 
are more likely to participate in recreational activities are grandmothers; White, higher income 
grandparents; married grandparents; and the grandparents who reported having a better-quality 
relationship with their adult children, frequent contact with their grandchildren, and younger 
grandchildren.  Similarly, grandmothers, married, and high-income grandparents are more likely 
to attend family gatherings with their grandchildren.  Grandparents who are more likely to attend 
family gatherings with their grandchildren have more contact and live closer to their 
grandchildren and feel more emotionally close to their adult children.   Lastly, grandmothers and 
African American grandparents, grandparents with younger grandchildren and those with 
frequent contact with their grandchildren are more likely to participate with their grandchildren 
in religious activities.  As indicated above, grandmothers have more contact with their 
grandchildren than grandfathers.  In their 1997 study on grandparents in Raleigh, North Carolina, 
Reitzes and Mutran (2004a) found similar results, which may be due to historical gender 
expectations of involvement with children.   
In terms of identity, Silverstein and Marenco (2001) found that 80 percent of the 
grandparents considered the grandparent role as an “extremely important” component of their 
sense of self.  This sense of identity is greater in older grandparents, grandparents who did not 
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graduate high school, grandparents with more contact with their grandchildren, grandparents 
whose relationships with their adult children are better quality, and grandparents whose nearest 
grandchild lives at least one hour away. 
 Using data from the Iowa Youth and Family Project (IYFP), Kaufman and Elder, Jr. 
(2003) furthered the understanding of identity associated with grandparenthood.  They examined 
multiple dimensions of age identity among elderly persons.  Their analysis suggested two 
findings: enjoyment of grandparenting can make people feel younger and entering 
grandparenthood “early” may make the aging process feel quicker.  Comparing to those who did 
not enjoy grandparenting, the elderly in the study who did enjoy grandparenting felt younger 
than their age and hoped to live longer.  The grandparents who entered the life stage “early” felt 
older than those who became grandparents “on time”.  
Although grandparenthood is a meaningful life stage, when the involvement is greater 
than typical or out of necessity rather than pleasure, it can cause dissatisfaction.  In 2010, about 7 
percent of children were in a household headed by their grandparent (Scommegna 2012).  In the 
same year, 2.7 million grandparents were caregivers for their grandchildren (United States 
Census Bureau 2012b).  In a study of 99 custodial African American grandparents in Piedmont, 
North Carolina, Ruiz (2008) found that the majority of the grandparents (60 percent) enjoyed 
taking care of their grandchildren and 20 percent had mixed feelings.  However, 20 percent of 
the grandparents felt trapped by their role as the caregiver.  They expressed anger and 
dissatisfaction with taking care of their grandchildren.  As detailed in a review of custodial 
grandparent experiences (Hayslip, Fruhauf, and Dolbin-MacNab 2017), other studies indicate 
that custodial grandparents may experience depression and anxiety for trying to perform multiple 
roles (Baker and Silverstein 2008), loss of freedom, and loss of social relationships (Gerard, 
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Landry-Meyer, and Roe 2006).  Additionally, custodial grandparents feel that others judge them 
as failures as parents.  They also report experiencing shame based on the stigma associated with 
being a custodial grandparent (Hayslip, Fruhauf, and Dolbin-MacNab 2017; Hayslip, Maiden, 
Page, and Dolbin-MacNab 2015) 
The many meanings, roles, and influence on identity indicate the importance of 
grandparenthood and that not experiencing grandparenthood because one’s child is voluntarily 
childless may have important effects on the parents.  However, specific information about the 
parents’ perceptions and experiences associated with their children being voluntarily childless is 
limited, anecdotal, and from the child’s perspective (e.g., Gillespie 2000, Gillespie 2003; 
Houseknecht 1997; Lee and Zvonkovic 2014; Matthews and Desjardins 2017; Park 2002; Park 
2005; Zorka 2013).  For example, in interviews, voluntarily childless women expressed 
experiencing animosity and resentment from their parents about their childless status (Gillespie 
2003).  However, this is a small sample and from the children’s perspective.  
Adult child-parent relationships 
The quality of the adult child-parent relationship was a factor in grandparents’ 
involvement with their grandchildren and their identity as a grandparent.  The quality of the adult 
child-parent’s relationship may affect other aspects of the parent’s life.  To understand 
intergenerational cohesion, Silverstein, Bengston, and Lawton (1997) examined three parts of 
adult child-parent relations: social-psychological, structural, and transactional.  Using latent class 
analysis, they developed a “typology based on three underlying dimensions of intergenerational 
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*Only 1/3 of this class engaged in function activities, but the pro-portion was higher than the sample as a whole. 
Affinity comprises of emotional closeness and consensus of opinions, opportunity structure 
comprises of geographic proximity and frequency of contact, and function comprises of 
providing and receiving assistance.  Based on these dimensions, the researchers identified five 
types of relations: tight-knit, sociable, intimate but distant, obligatory, detached.  All five of 
these types were found for both mother and father relations.  The tight-knit class comprises of 
adult children who engage with their parents in all indicators for the three types of solidarity.  
The sociable class comprises of adult children who engage with their parents in all indicators of 
the affinity and opportunity structure dimensions, but not the indicators of the function 
dimension.  The obligatory class comprises of adult children who engage with their parents on all 
indicators of the opportunity structure and function dimensions.  The intimate but distance class 
comprises of adult children who engage with their parents on all indications of the affinity 
dimension, but none of the other indicators.  Lastly, the detached class comprises of adult 
children who do not engage with their parents on any of the indicators of solidarity (Silverstein, 
Bengston, and Lawton 1997).  
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Pillemer and Suiter (2002) examined mothers’ ambivalence towards their adult children.  
Each participant responded in reference to one particular child. According to their results, more 
than half of the participants (53.7 percent) agreed or strongly agreed to at least one of the 
measures of ambivalence.  Separating out the measures, more than two-thirds of the mothers felt 
“torn or conflicted” about their child seldomly or never, while 19 percent had these feelings 
“now and then”, and 4 percent had these feelings often or very often.  Although 29 percent of the 
mothers agreed or strongly agreed to “often getting on each other’s nerves”, they “felt very 
close” to their child.  Twenty percent of the participants agreed or strongly agreed to have an 
“intimate by restrictive” relationship with their child, while the number of participants who 
marked agree or strongly agree to “loved their child but sometimes felt indifferent towards them” 
was 14 percent.  In terms of the personal characteristics, the participants were less ambivalent if 
the child was married and had completed college, but more ambivalent if they were still 
supporting their child financially.  Older mothers were more ambivalent than were the younger 
mothers.  Although the mothers reported more closeness with their daughters than sons, they 
reported having more conflict with their daughters.    
Using data from the National Survey of Families and Households (Wave II, 1992-1994), 
Sechrist et al. (2007) examined regional differences in the relationships between adult children 
and their mothers.  They found that children from the South of the United States (Alabama, 
Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North 
Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas Virginia, and West Virginia) are closer 
to and have more contact with their parents.  Sechrist et al. (2007) hypothesized that 
traditionalism (traditional gender ideology and religious attendance) would explain the difference 
between the regions.  Children who were closer to their mothers did attend religious services 
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more frequently; however, neither measures of traditionalism explained the adult child-mother 
relationship difference between the regions.  Although Black children were closer to their parents 
than White children were and daughters had more contact with their parent than sons, the gender 
and race of the children did not affect the regional differences, suggesting that there may other 
cultural aspects in the South that explain why those adult children are closer and have more 
contact with their parents.   
As discussed above, there are different aspects to consider with respect to an adult child-
parent relationship, including type of relationship, specific feelings, and perceived closeness and 
frequency of contact.  With respect to voluntary childlessness, these aspects of the adult child-
parent relationship may affect if and how children tell their parents of their decision not to have 
children as well as the parents’ perceptions towards the decision.   
 
Conceptual Framework 
The theoretical perspective I used to guide the analysis is the symbolic interactionist perspective.  
Below, I first discuss main concepts of symbolic interactionism according to Harris (2007), 
Stryker (1959), Blumer (1966), and Becker (1982), following by the implications of the theory 
for family research as outlined by Stryker (1959).  Then I discuss stigma theory (Goffman 1963) 
and conclude by identifying the particular symbolic interactionist concepts that guided my 
research.   
Interpretive constructionism and objective constructionism 
Symbolic interactionism is a social constructionist perspective that views society and the 
objects within as reality constructed by the members of society.  There are two ways of how 
constructionists view society: interpretive constructionism and objective constructionism (Harris 
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2007).  According to interpretive constructionism thought, the meanings of objects and social 
phenomenon within society are not inherent, rather they are “created, learned, used, and revised 
in social interaction” (Harris 2007:232).  Through social interactions with society and the 
objects, members of the society interpret and create the meaning of the object.  For example, the 
meaning of a voluntarily childless couple is not innate but produced by people through 
interactions with others.  Through interactions with each other, people establish and share the 
meaning that a voluntarily childless couple is selfish.  In addition, people may construct a 
completely different meaning, such as being smart, due to interactions with children, voluntarily 
childless couples, and other people.  Rather than analyzing the production of meanings of 
objects, the objective constructionism observes the creation of social phenomenon as real when 
derived from social factors.  Whereas the interpretive constructionists would look at the meaning 
and defining process of social phenomenon, the objective constructionists would place an 
emphasis on the creation of the phenomenon through social forces and real behaviors (Harris 
2007).  For example, the interpretive constructionists would analyze the meaning of voluntary 
childlessness on a family, whereas the objective constructionist would look at voluntary 
childlessness as a real phenomenon derived from social factors such as women achieving 
economic success. 
Socialization and personality 
According to Stryker (1959), symbolic interactionism addresses two major problems.  
The first is socialization, how a person learns the appropriate norms and values for its culture or 
social position.  The second is personality, best defined as “the organization of persistent 
behavior patterns” (112).  When using symbolic interactionism, researchers cannot assume 
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personality.  They need to account for it and people being researched need to demonstrate the 
persistent behavior patterns (Stryker 1959).   
Four assumptions and main concepts of symbolic interactionism 
Symbolic interactionism depends on four assumptions and main concepts to address these 
two problems.  The first assumption is that to understand human social psychological behavior, 
researchers must study humans on their own rather than making inferences from non-human 
forms.  The second assumption is that researchers need to analyze society to understand the 
social behavior of humans.  Both society and the individual form from interaction.  Therefore, 
the social act of interaction should be the beginning of the analysis.  The third assumption is that 
humans enter the world asocial.  They are not social or anti-social but have only the potential for 
social development.  The last assumption is that humans are actors that stimulate a response and 
are reactors that respond to stimuli.  According to Stryker, this fourth assumption “leads to the 
fundamental methodological principle of symbolic interactionism: the demand that the 
investigator see the world from the point of view of the subject of his investigation” (113). 
The main ideas of symbolic interactionism are that people create meanings through 
interactions and then use these meanings to guide subsequent interactions (Becker 1982; Blumer 
1966).  Some of the main concepts of symbolic interactionism that explain the reciprocal process 
of interactions and meanings are symbols, social act, gestures, significant symbol, shared 
meanings, interpretation, definition of the situation, categories, position, role, role-taking, and the 
self (Stryker 1959).  Symbols hold meaning which guides and organizes people’s behavior.  
These can be objects or behaviors, including language.  A social act is a behavior by a person 
that requires behavioral response by another person.  The other person also adjusts his behavior 
in response to the first person.  If these people interact enough, they establish gestures, a part of 
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the social act that indicates the parts of the social act between the people that will occur.  If the 
gesture means the same thing to both the actor and the reactor, then it becomes a significant 
symbol.  For example, a baby crying is a gesture that means the baby is hungry.  The mother 
interprets this gesture accordingly and then feeds the baby.  The gesture of crying was a sign of 
the behavior that had not occurred but would – the mother feeding the baby.  The cry is a gesture 
because its meaning of “hungry” is dependent on the mother’s response.  Later, when the child 
learns how to talk, he may say “milk.”  This becomes a significant symbol because the term 
“milk” holds the same meaning and implies the same behavior to others.  These become shared 
meanings (Stryker 1959).   
Shared meaning is another important component of symbolic interactionism.  Although 
each person can interpret and define a situation differently, arriving at the same constructed 
meaning of actions or objects is important.  People construct shared meanings through 
interactions with others and achieve the shared meaning when each person responds to the action 
similarly.  Through shared meanings, people can predict the actions of other people.  By being 
able to predict other people’s actions, shared meaning starts the interpretation and definition 
process earlier, allowing each person’s actions to be pre-guided by the interpretation and 
definition of the other person’s future actions.  This process reinforces the shared meanings of 
the actions and allows for a continuation of shared meanings through the interpretation–
definition process between each person for the situation and throughout the culture (Becker 
1982; Blumer 1966).   
Interpretation, or defining the situation, is essential to the construction and use of shared 
meanings (Stryker 1959).  Based on this interpretation, meaning is constructed and given to the 
action, which generates a corresponding response to the action.  The response conveys a 
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definition of how the other person should continue acting.  This is an ongoing, reciprocal 
occurrence by each person.  The person’s actions are constructed in response to their 
interpretation and definition of the other person’s actions and guide the other person as to how to 
act in response (Blumer 1966).     
From these interpretations of shared meanings that define a situation come categories.  
Simply put, categories are symbols that “represent generalizations of behavior toward objects” 
(Stryker 1959:114).  A category signifies that people should respond to a particular group of 
different objects the same way (Stryker 1959).  For example, babies do not all look the same.  
Their skin color, height, and weight differ.  Attaching the category “baby” to all of the different 
possibilities signifies to people to respond to all baby-like humans similarly, such as using baby 
talk.  Putting all babies into one category makes life easier, so that people do not have to respond 
to each baby as a unique symbol.  
While categories are useful tools for helping create or better understand the expectations 
of objects, positions help clarify the expectations of people.  Positions are categories used to 
classify people, such as mother, nurse, and deviant, in turn guiding the expected behaviors of the 
position and towards the position.  The expected behaviors are roles (Stryker 1959).  For 
example, a familial position is an adult.  A role expectation of an adult is to have his or her own 
children.  Therefore, the adult will make childbearing decisions.  If they decide not to have 
children, others may respond with negative thoughts since the adult child is not fulfilling their 
perceived role.  In relation to positions and roles, there is also the self.  George Herbert Mead 
viewed the self as an object to itself, where a person perceives and acts towards himself based on 
categories applied to himself.  Since positions have roles that are dependent on relationships to 
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other people, the self’s views and actions towards himself, with respect to positions, are 
dependent on relationships with other people (Blumer 1966; Stryker 1959).  
Being able to predict the behavior of people due to shared meanings of the roles for 
different positions within a culture allows for joint action.  Each person has a separate role, but 
through previous interactions, interpretation, and definition, they construct a shared meaning of 
roles for each separate position.  Because of these shared meanings, each person in the collective 
action can anticipate what each other is going to do and can act in response to the predicted 
actions.  This allows for a collective action (Becker 1982; Blumer 1966).  The term for the 
process of anticipating the behavior of others is role-taking (Stryker 1959).  For example, 
voluntarily childless individuals can expect other people to respond to their childlessness with 
confusion, disbelief, or pressure to have children.  The voluntarily childless individual or parent 
of a voluntarily childless individual may know this.  By “taking the role” of other people they 
anticipate the judgment, so during conversation they may preemptively address the judgments at 
the beginning or simply decide not to disclose that they or their children are voluntarily childless.  
Implications for family research 
In his article, “Symbolic Interaction as an Approach to Family Research,” Stryker (1959) 
discussed five topics for research to indicate the implications symbolic interactionism has for 
family research.  The first is about differential commitment to family identities.  People who 
hold the same family identity of voluntarily childless are not equally committed to that identity.  
For example, some may decide to obtain reproductive sterilization to prevent children, while 
others may not.  As another example, parents are not equally committed to the grandparent 
identity.  Some may embrace it and strongly identify as a grandparent, while others may be more 
committed to their career identity.  Stryker suggested using symbolic interactionism to 
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understand why people had different levels of commitment to familial identities and the 
consequences of the different levels of commitment.  The second topic is compatibility of 
familial identities with other identities.  Researchers could use symbolic interactionism to 
examine the effects of familial identities on behavior of other identities.  For example, how does 
the familial identity of “grandchildless” effect the behavior of the identity “friend” or 
“employee”?  Maybe the grandchildless identity is not very compatible with the friend identity.  
The individual may not want to hang out with people who only talk about grandchildren.  
Alternatively, maybe the grandchildless identity is compatible with the employee identity 
because it means the person can spent time working extra hours.  The third topic is the 
relationship between crises and identities such as the process of crises changing identities.  The 
fourth topic is differential definitions between people in family relationships.  Three possible 
questions to address for this topic are “What are the different definitions?”, “Why are there 
different definitions?”, and “What are the consequences of different definitions?”  The last topic 
Stryker discussed examining is the role-taking process, such as the use and consequences of role-
taking within familial relationships.   
Stigma theory 
Stigma theory (Goffman 1963) explains and accounts for an inadequacy.  A stigma is an 
attribute that is undesired and differs from the anticipated attribute, a norm members in the social 
system expect and support.  The stigmatized attribute discredits the possessor and can confirm 
the normalness of another without the attribute.  A visible attribute is discrediting, while an 
unapparent attribute is discreditable (potentially discrediting).  The three types of stigma are 
abominations of the body, such as a burn to the face; blemishes of individual character, such as 
dishonesty; and tribal stigma, such as one’s race.   
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Stigmatized individuals can experience discrimination, shame, victimization, and 
acceptance.  Based upon previous interactions and acceptance of norms, the individual with the 
stigmatized attribute can perceive his own attribute as undesirable in comparison to the normals, 
which can bring out self-hate and shame.  These feelings are likely to arise when in the presence 
of normals when clear comparisons can occur; however, the anticipation of such shameful 
experiences for the stigmatized can lead them to avoid contact with normals.  In addition, to 
reduce the discomfort and unacceptance of the stigmatized, the normals may also avoid contact 
with the stigmatized.  These avoidances by the normals are a form of discrimination that can 
perpetuate the shame the stigmatized experience.  In addition, normals can victimize the 
stigmatized individual by trying to “fix” them (Goffman 1963).   
  Stigmatized individuals can find support through others that share the attribute.  This 
support can flourish into group-formation, membership, community, speaking engagements, and 
publications.  In addition to support, stigmatized groups have used various concealing or 
revealing methods for stigma management to reduce the negative experiences (Goffman 1963).   
When stigma spreads from the stigmatized individual to their close connections, the 
connections experience courtesy stigma.  They share some of the discredit the stigmatized 
individual experiences.  For example, the stigma attached to being an ex-criminal may extend to 
a person’s family members.  These family members may experience loss of friendships because 
people do not want to be associated with someone connected to an ex-criminal.  Individuals who 
experience courtesy stigma may avoid or end the relationship as a way to distance themselves 
from the stigma.  In the scenario above, the family members may avoid their family member 
with a criminal history by terminating the relationship.  Alternatively, individuals with courtesy 
stigma may try to model ‘normalization’ to demonstrate how the stigmatized person could be 
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treated as ‘normal’ such that their discredited trait was not stigmatized.  For example, the family 
members of a criminal could treat the individual as a person rather than a criminal.  They could 
focus on showing them love, respect, and trust (Goffman 1963). 
Concepts that guided research 
I used interpretive constructionism because of its appropriate application for grounded 
theory and because it fits my research questions.  From the data, I discovered the meanings 
parents constructed about their children’s’ decision not to have children and how the parents 
developed the meanings, which I used to generate theory.  The key concepts of symbolic 
interactionism I used were interpretation, positions, and roles.  I examined the parents’ 
interpretation of their children’s decision to be childless with respect to their meanings of the 
roles associated with the positions of grandparent, parent, and child.  I also used stigma theory to 
examine the parents’ stigmatization of their children and any courtesy stigmatization of the 
parents for their children’s decision.   
 
Research Questions 
To understand the affects adult children’s decision to be childless has on their parent’s 
perceptions, emotions, and daily lives, I examined the following seven research questions:   
1. Do parents stigmatize their children for choosing not to have children?  
Research indicates that people often stigmatize voluntarily childless individuals.  As noted 
earlier, individuals who are childless by choice are often marked as selfish, immature, and 
materialistic.  The majority of the stigmatizations are aimed at the individuals because they 
made the choice not to have children.  Had a childless status occurred through infertility, the 
social stigma a childless individual may face would be dramatically different than one faced 
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by an individual choosing to remain childless by choice.  The data is mostly derived from 
public or student opinions of hypothetical people.  Those who choose not to have children are 
aware of the stigmatizations and make an effort to hide the voluntarily childless status; 
however, it is unclear what people close to them think of the decision.  Research regarding 
the families’ perceptions of the voluntarily childless decision is very limited and anecdotal 
from the children’s perspective.  The friends and families of voluntarily childless individuals 
may have different perceptions about the decision, given their close and non-hypothetical 
relationship with the individual.  To fill this gap in the research, this study examined parents’ 
perceptions about their children’s decision to be childless.  The high likelihood of becoming 
a grandparent and positive meanings attached to grandparenthood could influence their 
perceptions of the childless decision.  This study allows us to understand how voluntarily 
childless individuals are evaluated by people close to them, specifically their parents. 
 
2. How do parents feel about their children’s decision not to have children? 
Grandparenthood has become an expected and meaningful life stage for many people.  The 
majority of parents can expect to have grandchildren.  Additionally, research indicates 
multiple positive meanings of grandparenthood such as being able to pass on the family line, 
providing resources for grandchildren, and experiencing emotional fulfillment.  The majority 
of these meanings of grandparenthood indicate becoming a grandparent is a fulfilling and 
meaningful life stage.  Therefore, parents of childless by choice individuals are directly 
affected by their children’s decision to be childless.  They may feel upset about their 
children’s choice not to have children, and, thus, not to provide them with grandchildren.  
The parents may be devastated that the family line is not continuing or feel loss of an 
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expected grandparent identity.  Previous research on the parents’ emotional response about 
their children’s decision suggests negative or neutral feelings; however, it is very limited, 
anecdotal, and from the children’s perspective.  This study allows us to understand the 
parents’ feelings about their children’s decision to be childless, specifically from the parents’ 
perspective. 
 
3. Are parents concerned about their children’s childless future?   
One of the perceptions about voluntarily childless individuals is that they are lonely.  In 
addition, both parents and childless individuals indicate loneliness as a cost of being 
childless.  However, other research indicates that voluntarily childless individuals are not 
lonelier than are those individuals with children.  Loneliness is one possible concern parents 
may have for their children.  Current literature does not address parents’ possible concerns 
about their children’s childless future.  To fill this void in the research, this study examined 
parents’ concerns about their children’s future without children.  This allows us to understand 
concerns parents have attached to their children’s decision to be childless.  Additionally, this 
also provides and understanding of why they do or do not develop these concerns.   
 
4. Do parents believe their children’s intention to be childless?    
Research indicates that women make fertility decisions by their mid-thirties.  In addition, 
research does indicate that the majority, about two-thirds, of people who planned not to have 
children do change their mind later in life.  They may change their minds because they meet 
someone to have children with or simply decide that parenthood is an experience they want.  
Current research does not explain whether people close to a voluntarily childless individual 
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believe their fertility decisions.  There is no examination of why or why not people may not 
believe a person’s intentions to be childless or if people eventually do believe a person’s 
intentions to be childless.  This study fills this gap by examining the parents’ beliefs about 
their children’s decision to be childless.  This allows us to begin to understand what led 
people to develop or not develop belief in other people’s intentions to remain childless. 
 
5. Do the parents of voluntarily childless individuals experience courtesy stigma? 
Voluntarily childless individuals are often stigmatized, according to research on the general 
public and college students.  These stigmatizations include characterizations of being selfish, 
immature, and less loving.  According to research, voluntarily childless individuals are aware 
of the stigmatizations.  Family members have the potential of experiencing courtesy stigma 
by a relative’s stigmatized attribute such as when someone’s criminal conviction reflects 
poorly on their family.  The families may be perceived negatively or the parents could be 
stigmatized for being a “bad” parent for raising a child who has gone astray from social 
norms.  However, research regarding parents of voluntarily childless individuals 
experiencing courtesy stigma from their children’s decision does not exist.  Like the parents 
of other children who exhibit perceived deviant behaviors and custodial grandparents, they 
might be stigmatized as failures as parents (Hayslip, Fruhauf, and Dolbin-MacNab 2017; 
Hayslip, Maiden, Page, and Dolbin-MacNab 2015) such that did not raise their children 
correctly.  To fill this gap in the research, this study examined parents’ experiences of stigma 
because of their children’s decision to be childless.  While this study specifically focuses on 
the parents of children who are voluntarily childless, this allows us to understand further if 
other family members experience courtesy stigma for other stigmatized attributes.  
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6. What do parents perceive as the rewards and costs for having fewer or no grandchildren?  
Research indicates that there are multiple positive meanings of grandparenthood (and 
possible negative meanings) such that it is central to the grandparents’ lives and it provides 
grandparents the opportunity to pass on traditions to their grandchildren.  There is also 
literature on the rewards and costs of childlessness.  Perceived rewards include less 
responsibility and more personal freedom, while costs include missing an important part of 
life (parenthood) and experiencing less love and affection.  However, research does not 
address the rewards and costs parents experience because of their children’s decision not to 
have children.  Given the literature on grandparenthood, parents may perceive many costs for 
themselves because of their children’s decision.  However, given the increased independence 
of the elderly and the perceived rewards of childlessness, the parents may perceive rewards 
of having fewer or no grandchildren.  This study fills this void by examining both the 
rewards and costs parents perceive for having fewer or no grandchildren because of their 
children chose not to have children.  
 
7. How does voluntary childlessness affect the parent-child relationship?  
According to previous research, grandparenthood holds many significant meanings to 
grandparents, such as experiencing the grandchildren’s success and indulging in the 
grandchildren by purchasing gifts or being lenient.  In addition, there are indications that 
some parents may feel upset or hostile towards their children for deciding not to have 
children.  However, there is no clear understanding about how a person’s decision to be 
childless affects their relationship with their parent.  Given the importance of 
grandparenthood and expectation of procreation in the United States, the decision may cause 
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strain in some families.  However, the lack of grandchildren may provide parents more 
quality time with their children.  This study fills this void by examining if the parents 
perceive that their children’s decision to be childless affects their relationship.  This allows 








I conducted individual, semi-structured interviews with 24 parents who had at least one adult 
heterosexual child who had chosen not to have children.  The interviews primarily focused on the 
participants’ perceptions and experiences regarding grandparenthood and their children’s 
decision to be childless (Appendix A).  Each participant signed a consent form (Appendix B and 
C) before they completed an initial interview, which lasted between 30 and 90 minutes.  Because 
of the iterative process of grounded theory, nine participants completed a second interview to 
provide elaboration on incomplete answers and to address the emerging findings.  The consent 
form changed during the research process to include the possibility of a follow-up interview.  
Therefore, seven participants signed a second consent form prior to completing the follow-up 
interview (Appendix D).  I conducted three of the initial interviews face-to-face in public office 
space.  The other 21 initial interviews, and all of the follow-ups, were conducted by phone.  All 
interviews were recorded with a digital recorder.  To ensure confidentiality, pseudonyms are 
used for all of the participants and the people they mentioned throughout this dissertation. 
Recruitment 
I used theoretical, snowball, and convenience sampling strategies; therefore, the results 
are not representative of all parents of voluntarily childless individuals.  I recruited “individuals 
and couples with at least one adult heterosexual child who is childless by choice / childfree.”  
Since parents with at least one voluntarily childless child are not easily identifiable and there is 
not a logical place to recruit from, participants were recruited through voluntarily childless 
individuals who asked their parents to participate in the study.  I also posted recruitment 
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information on community boards at local businesses in three cities in a Midwestern state with 
population sizes ranging from 27,000 and 207,000 and on two voluntarily childless community 
websites (Appendix E).  In addition, I emailed recruitment information through an academic 
family-based list-serve and to personal contacts who were voluntarily childless or may have 
known someone qualified to participate.  Lastly, I recruited verbally via personal contacts 
(Appendix F).  Twenty-three of the participants were recruited through personal contacts.  One 
participant did not disclose how they heard about the study.  Because the sample was not 
random, the results are not generalizable.  
Criteria for participation 
The recruited participants had to have at least one heterosexual voluntarily adult childless 
child who did not have children, was not currently raising children (e.g., stepchildren), identified 
as choice to be childless, and planned to remain childless by choice.  There was one exception to 
these criteria: two participants (a married couple) had a son who gave up a biological son for 
adoption at birth.  I included them in the study because the couple considered themselves 
“grandchildless” and according to their son who made the choice to give up parenthood, he 
identified himself as “childless by choice” and planned to remain that way.  He disclosed this 
identity to me.  Based on Moore’s (2014) research, it is important to consider one’s self-
definition of what it means to “have children.”  In her study of stigma management of voluntarily 
childless individuals, Park (2002) chose to exclude individuals who were voluntarily childless 
due to a chronic illness.  I chose not to exclude parents with children who were voluntarily 
childless for non-fertility related illnesses because these individuals still made the active choice 
to be childless and prevent the conception of children in contrast to involuntarily childless 
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individuals who do not have decision-making power with respect to their childbearing desires.  
Additionally, the parents indicated that their children still made the choice not to have children.  
There is no standard age minimum in the research for determining voluntary 
childlessness.  I required the voluntarily childless children of the participants to be legally an 
adult (18 years old) because adulthood is the standard life stage for performing adult decisions 
such as marrying, obtaining a career, buying a house, and making fertility decisions.  The 
purpose of the study was to capture the parents’ perceptions and experiences with regard to this 
adult decision.  Although some people may consider 18-year olds as children, as some could be 
in high school, the norm in American society, based on law, is to view 18-year olds as adults.   
I restricted participation to parents with at least one heterosexual voluntarily childless 
child because of the procreation expectations placed upon heterosexuals.  Gays and lesbians do 
not receive the same expectation and pressure to procreate or stigmatization for not procreating 
(Park 2002).  Additionally, they are still stigmatized for raising children because of their sexual 
orientation (Pew Research Center 2013).  Any perceptions towards their decision not to have 
children could be affected by their sexual orientation (Clarke, Hayfield, Ellis, and Terry 2017; 
Blackstone 2014).  Although valuable information, the purpose of this study was to understand 
how parents feel when their children do not perform the expected role of having children, which 
is culturally more expected of heterosexuals.   
There was no restriction in participation based on the adult child’s intimate relationships 
status.  Although the expectation of procreation occurs more frequently in marriage and a 
voluntarily childless marriage is considered more deviant than a voluntarily childless individual 
is, the adult child did not have to be married to be included in this study.  The child’s marital 
status may influence the parent’s perceptions.  A fertility decision within a marriage may be 
60 
 
perceived as permanent; however, marriage rates are on the decline, cohabitation rates are on the 
rise as an alternative to marriage (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2012), and people who articulate 
being voluntarily childless without being married make up a majority (53 percent) of those who 
are voluntarily childless (Abma and Martinez 2006).  Limiting the sample to parents of married 
voluntarily childless children would result in excluding parents of a voluntarily childless 
population.  In addition, parents with adult voluntarily childless children who are single still have 
experiences with respect to their children’s decision.   
  Participants with grandchildren from other children were included to increase the sample 
size.  Having both grandparents and non-grandparents in the study is a limitation.  The 
perceptions and experiences may be influenced by their grandparent status, thus providing 
different responses between the two groups.  However, the strong pronatalistic values in the 
United States indicate that those with at least one adult voluntarily childless child would still 
have perceptions and experiences to explore regarding that child’s decision to be childless, even 
if grandchildren from other children are present.   
Lastly, the analysis is based on participants who knew or understood that their children 
intended not to have children by choice.  The participants stated this knowledge or understanding 
during the interviews.  For example, Robert stated that with his daughter Katie, “it just come up 
that she said she didn’t want any.  She just up and out of the blue said that, something like she 
didn’t want any.”  Maggie’s daughter Claire “just said ‘you wouldn’t be upset if, ya know, we 
didn’t have children?’  She just said ‘that ya know, that maybe, ya know maybe later they’d 
adopt but they really aren’t planning on it.  They just, both have careers.”  Since the children did 
not participate in the study, this was the method used for determining their voluntarily childless 
status.  The research is based on their understanding that their children have chosen not to have 
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children.  A limitation is that the children’s childless status may be different.  However, the 
responses are not dependent on the children’s status, simply the parent’s understanding of the 
children’s status.   
In addition, as indicated by Heaton, Jacobson, & Holland (1999), those who identify as 
voluntarily childless at one point in time may later choose to have children.  The participants’ 
voluntarily childless children or their children’s partners may change their fertility intentions; 
however, that is a future possibility that would not affect the participants’ thoughts and 
experiences of their children’s fertility status at the time of the study.  Therefore, it is not a 
limitation. 
 
Demographics of Participants 
 
Since voluntarily childless research often ignores men, I specifically recruited men with 
voluntarily childless children to increase the number of voluntarily childless studies that include 
men.  Of the 24 participants, 9 were male and the remaining 15 were female.  The age range of 
the female participants was 53 to 68, with a median age of 60.  The age range of the male 
participants was 52 to 74, with a median age of 62.   
The highest level of education completed by the participants ranged from a G.E.D/high 
school diploma to a master’s degree.  Four of the female participants completed G.E.D./high 
school diplomas, five completed bachelor’s degrees, and six completed master’s degrees.  Of the 
male participants, five completed G.E.D/high school diplomas, one completed a two-year degree, 
and three completed bachelor’s degrees.   
Concerning employment, the female participants were mainly retired (four) or employed 
in education (three) and healthcare (three).  Of the other female participants, three worked in 
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business and two were homemakers.  The majority of the male participants were retired (six).  
The other three male participants worked in business, construction, and unemployed.   
Table 3.1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants (N = 24) 
Characteristic N % Median 
Gender    
     Female 15 62.5  
     Male 9 37.5  
Race/Ethnicity    
     Non-Hispanic White 23 95.8  
     Hispanic-White 1 4.2  
Age   61.0 
Education 1    
     GED/High School Diploma 9 37.5  
     2-Year Degree 1 4.2  
     4-Year Degree 8 33. 3  
    Master’s Degree 6 25.0  
Employment    
    Business 4 16.7  
    Construction   1 4.2  
    Education 3 12.5  
    Healthcare 3 12.5  
    Homemaker 2 8.3  
    Retired 10 41.7  
    Unemployed  1 4.2  
Religion    
     Christian  17 70.8  
     Spiritual  1 4.2  
     Jewish  1 4.2  
     Non-Religious  5 20.8  
Geographical Location    
     Midwest 11 45.8  
     South 3 12.5  
     West 10 41.7  
Voluntarily Childless Children     
     1 21 87.5  
     2 2 8.3  
     3 1 4.2  
Grandchildren Present    
    Yes  11 45.8  
     No 13 54.2  
     1 Highest degree completed. 
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  The religious identification of the participants varied.  Seventeen of the participants were 
Christian.  Of those, the majority, eight, affiliated with Protestant denominations.  The remaining 
nine participants were non-religious (five), spiritual (one) and Jewish (one).  Participants lived in 
nine states throughout the West, Midwest, and South.  Twenty-three of the participants identified 
as Non-Hispanic White.  One participant identified as Hispanic-White.  Efforts to increase the 
racial and ethnic diversity of the sample were unsuccessful. 
Of the 24 participants, 21 had one voluntarily childless child, while 2 participants had 2 
and 1 participant had 3 voluntarily childless children.  For 3 participants, all of their children 
were voluntarily childless.  Although all of the participants had at least 1 voluntarily childless 
child, 11 did have grandchildren.  Of the 13 participants who had no grandchildren or identified 
as grandchildless, 7 indicated that they do not expect to have grandchildren. All of the above 
demographics about the participants are detailed in Table 3.1. 
 
Demographics of The Participants’ Voluntarily Childless Children 
 
Across the 24 participants, there were 24 different voluntarily childless adult children.  I 
interviewed both parents of five of the adult children.  Out of these 10 participants, not all of 
them were partnered with each other.  For the following demographics, I used each child’s 
information once if I interviewed both of their parents.  In addition to recruiting male 
participants, I also intentionally recruited parents with a voluntarily childless son.  There were 7 
sons and 17 daughters.  The age of the voluntarily childless children ranged between 18 and 53.  
The median age was 32.5 for all children, 32 for daughters and 33 for sons.   
The relationship statuses of the voluntarily childless children were single (3), in a 
relationship (4), engaged (1), and married (15).  One participant did not identify their child’s 
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relationship status.  The sample of children appeared to include a mix of early articulators, joint 
deciders, and continuous delayers (Ory 1978).  However, it was unclear exactly how many were 
from each category because the parents did not always know when the children made the choice 
to be childless.  All of the above demographics about the participants’ children are detailed in 
Table 3.2. 
Table 3.2: Demographic Characteristics of Voluntarily Childless Children  (N = 24) 
Characteristic N % Median 
Gender 24   
     Female 17 69.8  
     Male 7 29.2  
Age   32.5 
Relationship Status    
     Single 3 12.5  
     In a relationship 4 16.7  
     Engaged 1 4.2  
     Married  15 62.5  
    Unknown 1 1 4.2  
     1 Relationship status information was not collected.   
 
Data Analysis 
I used the grounded theory approach throughout the research process (Glaser and Strauss 1967) 
while a review of the literature guided the original research questions.  Qualitative data coding 
strategies (open, axial, and selective) were used for analysis (Creswell 2006).  I started open 
coding to establish categories.  Then I created memos for each category.  The memos included 
the concepts for each category, expected concepts not present in the data, connections to 
previous literature, and theoretical connections between the categories.  Then I used the 
emerging theoretical framework to refine the research questions.  In addition, I constantly 
compared the findings to identify similarities and variations in the data to integrate and refine the 
theory (LaRossa 2005; Strauss and Corbin 1998).   
65 
 
For example, I created a memo about the feelings of voluntary childlessness.  I identified 
the types of feelings as the variable.  In the memo, I identified the patterns that were emerging in 
the results such as disappointment, pride, sadness, concern, lack of concern.  I also identified 
other feelings that were present in the data but were not observed as a pattern such as guilt, relief, 
and lack of animosity.  Lastly, I identified feelings that I might expect to find as the research 
continued such as anger, shame, and frustration.  Shame was identified based on the literature 
that voluntary childlessness is stigmatized, while frustration and anger were identified based on 
literature about the importance of grandparenthood.   
Then I identified two subcategories: object of feelings and rational of the feelings.  The 
object of the feelings is the target of the emotion.  I identified “self”, “voluntary childless child”, 
“nonexistent grandchild”, “others”, and “undirected.”  The rational of the feeling were 
explanations for why they had or did not have that emotion.  Initially, I identified time, 
resources, expectations, and experiences.  Time included age, such as age of the parent or child; 
number of years childless; and life course stage.  Resources included monetary, social, and time.  
Expectations were the roles the parent anticipated for them, their child, or the non-existent 
grandchild performing such as passing on the bloodline and social interactions with the 
grandchild.  The experiences referred to the parent or child’s life encounters such as relationships 
or employment.   
For example, Valerie stated “…my best work has been my children and once you have 
that, it’s really, really difficult to think that your children won’t have that joy and that 
satisfaction.”  The last part “it’s really, difficult to think…” was identified as a concern.  The “… 
that your children...” indicates that the object of the concern is her children.  Lastly, the 
beginning part, “my best work has been my children...” indicates that the reason for her concern 
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is based on her experiences as a parent.  Throughout the analytical process, I compared the 
information in the memo to the new data to identify similarities and refine the categories.  
Chapter 4 is a result of this process.    
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CHAPTER 4: TO WORRY OR NOT TO WORRY: PARENTS' PERCEPTIONS ABOUT 
THEIR CHILDREN'S VOLUNTARILY CHILDLESS FUTURE 
 
 
Voluntary childlessness is a family form change that deviates from the status quo that people will 
have children and should want to have children.  In previous studies, participants identified many 
negative perceptions of voluntary childless individuals (e.g. selfish, materialistic, lonely, etc.).  
However, these were typically hypothetical scenarios using vignette research given to college 
students.  Parents have a stake in their children’s procreation plans: grandchildren.  However, the 
effects of voluntary childlessness on their perceptions and feelings have not been examined.  
This chapter addresses the implications voluntarily childlessness has on the would-be 
grandparents’ perceptions and feelings about their children’s decision.  It is easy to negatively 
judge someone with whom there is no close connection and even easier when the person is 
hypothetical, but what about when the person is family and is “taking away” one’s ability to have 
grandchildren?  This chapter addresses the first three research questions described in chapter 2: 
(1) Do parents stigmatize their children for choosing not to have children?  (2) How do parents 
feel about their children’s decision?  (3) Are parents concerned about their children’s childless 
future? 
 Although members of society have many negative perceptions about voluntarily childless 
individuals, the majority of the parents in this study did not stigmatize their children for deciding 
not to reproduce.  Surprisingly, only two parents perceived their children (or children’s partner)’s 
decision as a blemish to their character, i.e., a stigma.  These parents viewed their children as 
selfish for choosing not to have children.  Bruce, a 54-year-old retired factory worker, expressed 
this thinking about his daughter May: “I think part of it is she doesn’t want to share her life with 
a child.  Or she doesn’t want to share friends and relatives with that child.  She’s kind of selfish 
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in some ways.”  Mark thought: “It was all about him and and not wanting any responsibilities 
except just doing what he wants to do and. I guess that seems little selfish that that’s what he 
decided he wanted to do, was not have kids.” 
However, this attitude was the exception.  Far more commonly, parents made positive 
interpretations about their own children’s decision, even if they had previously held negative 
opinions about other voluntarily childless people.  For instance, Helen does not use her son and 
daughter-in-law’s decision to judge them.  Helen, a retired teacher, previously viewed 
voluntarily childless individuals as selfish, but not her daughter-in-law: “In the past I’ve always 
felt that people that didn’t have kids, that they were really selfish.  Selfish of their money and 
selfish of their time.  I have a little bit different feeling towards that since it’s Brian and Heather 
’cause neither of them are selfish.”  In contrast to Bruce’s opinion of his daughter May, which 
explicitly reveals May as a selfish because of her voluntarily childless position, Helen based her 
view of her son and daughter-in-law on their being non-selfish people, rather than on their 
position as voluntarily childless people.  Similarly, Teresa developed the perception that her 
daughter, Heidi, and son-in-law, Owen were not only not selfish, but were actually selfless for 
choosing not to have children because of Owen’s diabetes.  “Um, I would say it’s probably 
selfless, not selfish.  Because then since they made this decision, David developed Type I 
diabetes.  And it came out that his grandmother had that illness as well.” 
In contrast to perceptions reported in previous research (Calhoun and Selby 1980; 
Koropeckyj-Cox and Pendell 2007; Ory 1978; Silka and Kiesler 1977; Vinson, Mollen, and 
Smith 2010), the majority of parents developed positive interpretations about their children’s 
decision to be childless, such as them being smart and mature.  Some of the participants viewed 
their children positively for making a tough decision about childbearing or for understanding 
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what they want and making their own decision.  According to Athena, her daughter Célia said, “I 
want a career, mom.  I know what I want.  And I would just be so selfish to bring a child into 
what I’m doing right now.  I wouldn’t give them what they need.”  After Athena explained this, 
she stated “And I just think that’s so mature of her.”  Célia’s dad also viewed her as mature: “Her 
decision is very mature; a lot more mature decisions then then were back when she was 20.” 
  In the U.S., an expected behavior for an adult child is to procreate, thus establishing the 
position of parent for themselves and grandparent for their parents.  Surprisingly, there were a 
number of reactions to the news that the participants would lose their potential position for 
grandparenthood.  As expected, some of the parents discussed feeling disappointment or sadness 
about losing the potential grandchildren.  Initially, Meredith admitted to feeling this way, as she 
stated “…there was a little disappointment.  I mean, I like kids, so I felt grandkids somewhere 
down the road might be nice.”  While this type of attitude regarding a child’s voluntary 
childlessness can be expected, the majority (23) of the parents were accepting and understanding 
of their children’s decision at the time of the interviews and expressed neutral or positive 
feelings.  Julia was one parent who was neutral.  She explained, “I don’t have any emotional 
feeling one way or the, like I’m not sad, I’m not depressed.  …  If she changes her mind, fine, 
but I don’t think she will.  I’m perfectly fine with that.” 
   Additionally, many of the parents interviewed felt respect, admiration, and pride towards 
their children because of the difficult decision they made in a pronatalistic society.  They 
understand the stigma voluntarily childless individuals can experience; therefore, they 
constructed the belief that they should respect, admire, and be proud of a difficult decision.  For 
example, this is how Donna explained her feelings about her son and daughter-in-law’s decision 
not have children:  
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I feel like that he’s a very strong man and makes wise decisions for himself.  I love him just 
as much as today as I did before maybe I thought he was gonna have kids.  I probably respect 
him more for choosing a decision that’s out of the realm of family things.  I love ‘em very 
much and respect and admire their decision.  
Julia recognized that making a decision not to have children requires someone to know what they 
want in life.  This led her to admire her daughter, Tracy: 
Maybe a little more on the positive side actually because I think I admire her, she was in her 
20s when she decided this is what she wanted and she stuck with it.  I just think gee when I 
was her age, I didn’t know what I wanted. So, I admire her. 
Natalie’s mom expressed pride for her daughter Jessica for choosing not to have children: “I 
think I’m proud that she’s not having kids to have kids.  That she takes it as a serious 
responsibility and she’s not, she doesn’t want them, she doesn’t want them.”  Although Meredith 
was originally disappointed with her daughter Adrienne’s decision not to have children, she later 
felt admiration for her daughter:  
I think it’s good that she knows her own mind.  And that she has actually thought.  See, she’s 
got a master’s degree in sociology, so she looks at living systems and um, makes judgments 
about them and she has some pretty strong beliefs and I admire her for sticking to those and 
living her own truth.  She has a mind and she’s put it to good use and she’s very much her 
own person, so I, I really admire her for her decision.   
Some other parents who expressed positive or neutral emotions about their children’s decision 
not to have children explained that they were not upset or did not hold negative feelings towards 
their children because the decision is not what dictates how they feel about their children.  Some 
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of these parents explained that they love their children for who they are and support any of their 
decisions, aside from illegal behavior.  Andrew explained it this way: “It hasn’t changed my 
opinion of him at all.  I still love him with all of my heart.  He’s my son.  It hasn’t changed my 
view of him at all.”  Andrew and the other parents with similar perspectives used their children’s 
position of child, rather than the position of voluntarily childless child, to establish feelings about 
their child.   
Although one of the more prominent responses to their voluntarily childless offspring 
was that of parents loving their children unconditionally, one of the other common responses 
some of the parents expressed was concern about their children’s childless future.  The rest of 
this chapter discusses the specific concerns parents had for their childless children and why or 
why not some parents had all, some, or none of these concerns for their children.  After 
describing the two primary concerns, (1) missing out on the parenthood experience, and (2) 




Many participants expressed concerns about their children’s future of living without children by 
choosing not to have children.  Some parents were concerned about their children missing out on 
the parenthood experience.  Other parents were concerned about their children’s lack of social 
support.  Some parents were concerned about both.  Whatever concerns parents had for their 
children, all of them were concerned about what their children could be missing in the future by 
choosing not to have children today.  To these parents, their children’s action of not having 
children means that they will not experience parenthood or receive the social support the parents 
deem important; therefore, the parents are concerned.    
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Missing out on parenthood experience   
Some of the parents expressed concern that their children would not experience the joys of 
parenthood or would regret not being a parent.  They viewed parenthood as a valuable position to 
experience.  Ron, a 66-year-old retiree with five children and three grandchildren, expressed 
worry that his 30-year-old voluntarily childless daughter, Célia, will miss the feelings of 
dependence from a child: 
Only the fact that she’ll never ever learn that when you look down at that baby and that baby’s 
looking at you, and they’re dependent on you almost for every breath of life and everything they 
do, 1, 2, 3, months old.  She’ll never feel that.  She’ll never be able to feel that. 
Valerie, a college professor in her late fifties with three voluntarily childless children, stated her 
concerns about her children not experiencing the positive parts of parenthood: 
  …my best work has been my children and once you have that, it’s really, really difficult to think     
  that your children won’t have that joy and that satisfaction. 
Natalie, a retired nurse in her late fifties, experienced sadness at the thought of her daughter 
Jessica, a married woman in her early thirties, not experiencing the joy of parenthood: 
Well I think the sadness was more, was not me, as maybe somewhat, but more for Jessica for not, 
for not having the joys of parenthood…. 
Mark, a construction worker in his late fifties, stated he is concerned about his son Chris, married 
and in his early thirties, missing the wonderful parts of parenthood: 
That’s one thing I told him was,” kids are great” … “something you’d be missing out on.”  Yeah, 
I’m concerned that he’s missing out on that. 
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The only concern Helen, a retired teacher, expressed was about her son and daughter-in-law not 
experiencing the excitement of parenthood: 
I just worry, to me it’s more that they’re gonna miss out on the thrill of raising the kids and seeing 
the grandkids. 
In addition to missing specific experiences of parenthood, a couple of parents discussed concern 
that their children would regret not being a parent.  Teresa, a woman in her late fifties with a 
demanding nursing career, is quite content with not having grandchildren.  Out of respect, Teresa 
usually did not talk with her daughter about her decision not to have children.  However, one 
time, she briefly mentioned her thoughts about her daughter experiencing regret by not having 
children: 
Now, later, a couple of years later, I did say to her just one time, “I think that you will regret in 
your later life not having children…” 
In contrast to Teresa, Michelle, 61, and her daughter Stephanie, 32, had many conversations 
about the decision to be childless.  During a conversation about birth control, Michelle, a 
homemaker, expressed her concern about the possibility of her daughter regretting the decision 
not to have children:   
Chris [Michelle’s husband] has been discussing the possibility of having a vasectomy.  And so we 
did talk about that.  And I said, “Well, you can always have sperm frozen so that in the event you 
ever do change your mind, the option is open.”  And that’s all I said about it.  And so, I said, “Just 




Lack of social support 
Some of the parents were concerned about their adult children’s future well-being without 
children.  The parents’ expressed two categories of lack of social support.  First, they worried 
that their children would not have care as they aged, under the belief that children would have 
provided the care.  Secondly, they worried their children would be lonely without children of 
their own.  To begin, I examine the parents’ concerns about their children having lack of care. 
 Valerie expressed concern about the effect her children’s decisions not to have children 
would have on their physical well-being because they would not have a family member to care 
for them when elderly: 
My own mother is aging and she’s getting to the point where I think I’ll being doing more care 
for her. … I just think “Who will do that for my children?”, “Who will have that connection with 
them?”  And, [there] won’t be anybody, there won’t even be any nieces or nephews.  Nobody’s 
having kids.  That makes me sad. 
Denise, an educator in her early fifties, also discussed being concerned about her daughter, 
Rachel, not having children to be there for her when elderly: 
Well, like I said, the only thing that concerns me is something that my mother has brought up 
about the fact that when you grow older, who you have there, your friends are all going to be your 
age and they pass or move away or something and you could potentially have paid employees 
taking care of you and being there for you and not having your children or grandchildren …there 
to take care of you and to care for you and to be there for you.  And, that the only thing I worry 
about is “who’s going to be there for them?”  
Julia, a supervisor in her early sixties, who expressed concern that her daughter would regret not 
having children, focused on her daughter not having someone to care for her later in life:   
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If it is a serious conversation, well I’ll say “I just worry about, I don’t worry, but I think about 
when you’re 60, will you regret that or when you’re 70 or 80?  Will you regret that you don’t 
have anybody to take care of you?” and, she’ll say “Well, that’s why I have my nieces and 
nephews.’  That’s my only concern that when [she] needs somebody to take care of her and check 
up on her and get to her doctors, when she’s elderly. 
Bruce’s only child, his 29-year-old daughter May, chose not to have children.  Bruce focused on 
his daughter’s potential declining health when older when he discussed being concerned for her 
not having assistance when elderly: 
It’s who’s gonna know that she’s become ill or something.  She could lay in her house sick and 
end up dying from starvation or from an illness…. I worry about stuff like that.  
Norm, a 74-year-old business retiree, discussed that everyone needs care when older.  Therefore, 
with respect to his daughter Grace, 53, he is concerned she would not have care later in life: 
When everybody gets old, they need somebody to take care of them.  Their health or their 
thinking or advice or whatever.  
While many of the parents were clearly concerned about no one being around to care for their 
children as they grew older or ill, three of the parents were also concerned that their children 
would be lonely without children.  For example, Julia explained that one of the things she 
mentioned to her daughter was that she would be lonely without children:   
 I’ve said “I think you’re going to be lonesome without having kids” 
When first asked about any concerns he may have for his son, Mark discussed the possibility of 
his son Chris being lonely without children in the picture:  
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My thoughts are he’ll be awful lonely if all of his friends leave and he has nobody.  But that may 
never happen. 
Bruce also expressed concern that his daughter will be lonely later in life without children: 
Well I’ve, I just think about ...what’s gonna be like for her after her mother and I pass away.  
She’s gonna be lonely.  …I think she’s gonna have a lonely existence…as she gets older. 
 
Reasons for Being Concerned 
 When describing why they held these concerns about their voluntarily childless children, 
parents drew upon two pieces of evidence.  First, they referred to their own experiences, both as 
parents and as caregivers for their own parents.  Second, they referred to information about their 
children, specifically their children’s current lack of a social network, which suggested the 
possibility of a future lack of social support. 
Personal experiences 
Some parents used their own parent-child experiences to explain their concerns.  They had 
positive experiences raising children or caring for their parents and wanted that for their children.  
For example, Teresa, who expressed concern that her daughter would regret the decision to not 
have children, explained that her concern was because of her own experiences as a parent: 
…because the relationship that I have with my son and daughter is extremely important to me and 
that I think that she will miss that. 
Valerie echoed this sentiment.  As illustrated previously by Valerie about her concerns for her 




Because, as I said earlier, I totally believe that my children are my best work and I have 
accomplishments in my career, but my best work has been my children and once you have that, 
it’s really, really difficult to think that your children won’t have that joy and that satisfaction. 
When Julia expressed her concern about her daughter not experiencing parenthood, her personal 
experiences as a mother were the foundation for her concerns: 
Well, I guess as a mother myself, I know how I felt having a baby and the love you feel for that 
child and unconditional and the joys of raising that child and watching the child grow and mature 
and turn into a lovely adult with good values.  And, [you] just take pride in the fact that you 
helped mold this little person into a responsible adult.  And, I think since I’ve had that experience, 
had I not had it, I would of missed out on that. 
Natalie’s joy of being a parent to Jessica and her sister was the basis for Natalie feeling sad about 
Jessica missing that joy: 
Well, a little sad because, I guess I had a lot of joy with my kids and for her not to have that, I 
think… I can feel it as a loss. 
Mark, a parent of three, also explained that parenthood and children were wonderful experiences.  
Like some of the other parents, this was the basis for his concern about his son missing this 
experience. 
Yeah, parenthood’s wonderful.  That’s one thing I told him was ‘kids are great’. 
During the interview, Bruce expressed that he thinks his daughter is robbing herself of the joy of 
parenthood by choosing not to have children.  He discussed his own experiences of parenthood 
as a reason for his concern: 
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I’ve thought of what my life would have been like with by not having her and it’s like I don’t 
think that some of the happiness and joy that I’ve had in my life would of come about without her 
existence.  
Two participants pulled on their experiences taking care of their parents to explain their concern 
that their children will not have care when elderly.  Denise shared her personal experiences of 
caring for her mother as reasons for her concerns about her children not having their own 
children to care for them: 
I know I’m there for my mom.  And that if when if she ended up you know being incapacitated or 
infirm or whatever that I would be the one to step up to the plate to be there for her …and I don’t 
want a bunch of people that I don’t know caring for her…  So that is a concern for them when 
they get older: if they don’t have a child there, who’s going to be there for them?    
Valerie cited her positive experiences caring for her mother as a reason for her worry that her 
children may not have caretakers when they are elderly: 
And, I almost welcome it.  It just seems so appropriate; it’s the circle of life.  [My mom has] done 
so much for me.  I wanna return that and I will do it gladly and lovingly and I just think, “Who 
will do that for my children?” 
Lack of protective network 
Some of the parents explained that they were worried that their children would be lonely or not 
receive care because of their currently waning or distant relationships with other people.  The 
participants perceived that their children’s relationships with other people are not stable enough 
to ensure the care or companionship that children would have contributed.  For example, Mark, 
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who is concerned his son Chris may be lonely without having children, expressed the following 
about Chris: 
Oh just friends through the years, they come and they go.  And, he, Chris is a people person.  He 
likes people.  He likes mingling with people.  And, I don’t know.  And later on in life I guess be 
nice to have kids.   
Bruce expressed concern about his daughter not having elderly care and about the potential of 
her being lonely.  His explanations for these concerns focused on her friendships fading: 
 …because maybe she doesn’t have any friends left in that area that are gonna [be] able to come 
by and check on her because she hasn’t called or they haven’t seen her for …You don’t always 
keep same friends or your friends after certain age, they don’t have time for you ’cause they got 
stuff for their family they [have to] take care of.   
When Norm discussed his concerns about his daughter Grace not having care when older, he 
focused on the future loss of her husband and her lack of familial relationships in Florida: 
And, Grace’s husband is at least 10 years older than her.  So, she’s eventually statistically going 
to be by herself with the things that children normally do for aging parents.  She’s gonna have a 
problem with that.  And, I don’t think she could.  I don’t think she would ever move back here to 
Tennessee, so I wonder how she’s going to manage to live alone in Florida without any children 
around to help her.  That will be a problem.  
 
Reasons for Lack of Concern 
 Some of the parents did not express one or both of the two major concerns about their 
voluntarily childless children.  For instance, when talking about his daughter Allisen, Jesse stated 
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“I’m more concerned about their, about my kids’ spiritual welfare than if they have kids.”  When 
I asked Maggie if she had any concerns about her daughter choosing not to have children, she 
simply responded, “No, I don’t.”  There were three main reasons parents gave for this lack of 
concern (or at least a lessening of concern): (1) their children have, or could have in the future, 
other sources of relational support in their lives, (2) their children have financial stability, and (3) 
their children have positive personality traits or characters that made their childlessness less 
problematic. 
Relational 
Many parents who were not worried about their children stated that having children was not 
necessary to provide parenting experiences, care, or companionship because their children had 
other children in their lives, had the potential to care for themselves, or had other people to 
provide care if necessary.  A couple of participants discussed the presence of other children in 
their children’s lives for why they do not have certain concerns.  Alan, a systems analyst in his 
late fifties, expressed that he is not worried about his daughter, Allisen, and her husband, Jesse, 
missing the parenting experience because of the presence of their nieces:  
 Well …if they want to have younger children around, they can always invite their nieces over. 
In addition to extended family, Maggie, discussed her daughter and son-in-law’s careers and 
community work with children as why she is not worried about them missing the experience of 
parenting:  
I think they feel like they parent other people’s children, they parent their nieces and nephews.  
…she feels almost a parenting issue with her work.  He does with his nursing.  They have a lot of 
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people in their church community that they work with, youth and I think they, they aren’t worried 
or they aren’t concerned or they don’t think they’ll miss … parenting a biological child. 
In addition, many participants were not worried about their children having a lack of social 
support because the parent-child relationship is not the only means for social support.  Natalie 
expressed that children are not necessary for elderly care, such that many elderly individuals are 
able to care for themselves: 
But, I also have quite a few friends that don’t have children and they find other ways of taking 
care of themselves.  And so, I think that’s completely possible.  And I also have friends…whose 
children, they’re still caring [for] when they’re in their 80s.  So, I don’t [think] that’s something 
you necessarily… need when you get older. 
Teresa also discussed her mother’s independence to illustrate that children are not necessary for 
care when elderly: 
I do think that we have to plan for our own old age and figure out how we want to live our old 
age.  My mother is 78.  Six years ago [she] fell off a ladder and had a very bad leg injury and so 
she’s very debilitated and kind of house bound, but not a bit demented and so I just think that you 
need to figure out how you want to live your life and live it and my mother lives her life…” 
In addition, Teresa also pulled on her work experience as a nurse to explain that there is not a 
guarantee that children will care for their parents: 
…when they’re elderly or when I’m elderly, I don’t [worry] because as a nurse, I have witnessed, 
and I’m not exaggerating, Marie, thousands of my patients who have large families and don’t 
have someone to take care for them in their [old] age, and so it is a fallacy that if you have 
children they will care for you.  And so no, I don’t worry about that.  
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Karen, a retired teacher in her late sixties, explained that although at least two of her children 
will not have their own children to care for them when they are elderly, they do have other 
family members to help: 
… and they have nieces and nephews and they have just other family that will probably step in to 
give help as needed as people age.  And having kids to take care of aging parents, I just got 
finished doing that my mother and it was extremely tough to do.  I was appreciated and just 
because you’re child of someone doesn’t mean you’re suited to be a caregiver or you’re good at 
it.  I think there’s other family, nieces, nephews, cousins, and so on.  Hopefully that that’s how, 
and friends of course too. 
Meredith, a high school teacher in her early sixties, explained that she does not worry about her 
daughter, Adrienne, having care when elderly because children are not a guarantee for support: 
…I think you make your choices.  When you become an adult, you make your choices and you 
find your way.  …I don’t know if I’m gonna have care when I’m older and I have kids.  I don’t 
know that it makes a difference either way.  
Michelle’s perspective on childbearing and the role of children in caring for their parents is a 
little different from the majority of the interviewees.  From Michelle’s perspective, the purpose 
of having children is not so they can become caretakers to their parents and that spouses are to 
care for each other: 
I’ve never used it as an argument about, “What are you gonna do when you’re older? Whose 
gonna take care of you?” because, you take care of each other.  You don’t put that, you don’t 
impose that responsibility on your children.  
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Helen also discussed that one does not have children so they can take care of their parents.  
Additionally, her children and grandchildren live across the country, so she does not expect her 
children to care for her.  She discussed this as another factor for why she is not worried about her 
voluntarily childless son and daughter-in-law, Brian and Heather, having care when elderly. 
…I guess I don’t worry about that because I personally don’t expect my kids to take care of me 
when I get elderly.  …But, so, I’m taking care of what I would do with us when we get elderly, 
getting us in a spot where we can take care of ourselves, so I certainly don’t worry about what 
they’re gonna do because I don’t think kids, I don’t think kids should have to take of their 
parents.  That shouldn’t be a reason to have kids, so that you have somebody to take care of your 
needs.  My kids aren’t here to make sure I’m happy.   
Mark explained that there are institutions to care for people when they are elderly and he does 
not expect his children to care for him later in life: 
There’s somebody out there that’ll care for him.  There’s all kinds of places that take care of old 
people.  I know my kids aren’t gonna be wiping my butt and changing my diaper. 
Financial  
Some of the participants did not have concerns because they perceived their children as 
financially stable.  Three parents referred to their children’s financial stability as an explanation 
for why they are not concerned for their children’s childless future in general, rather than for a 
specific concern.  For example, Elliot, 66, a retired warehouse supervisor, discussed his son’s 




I think with Tyler’s credentials and his extreme intellect and course Jessica came from pretty 
wealth[y] parents that left her in pretty good shape and she’s got a college degree to fall back on 
and everything.  I think they got it made.  They got a house.  They’ve only had it four or five 
years.  They got it half paid off already. 
Like Elliot, Karen is not concerned about the financial future of her childless children.  Out of 
the three children Karen has, two, a 42-year-old daughter and a 35-year-old son, chose not to 
have children.  Karen is not concerned about their future because her children had savings and 
retirement plans: 
I think they’re both, they’re all saving for retirement and have good retirement plans and I have 
some personal friends who don’t have kids and who are almost 70 and they have insurance.  
Teresa is also not concerned about her daughter and son-in-law because she thought they are 
managing their money well: “They have a house and they’re managing their money well and 
they have savings and no.” 
 Three other participants explained their children’s financial stability as reasons they are 
not concerned about their children needing assistance when elderly.  Alan explained that he is 
not worried about elderly care for his daughter Allisen and her husband because they will be 
financially secure: “Well…they will have the money saved up in pensions so they’ll be fine.”  
Helen expressed a lack of concern about her son and daughter-in-law having someone to care for 
them when elderly.  Helen claimed her son’s financial stability would allow him and his wife to 
obtain care: 
….but not that they won’t have anyone to take care of them.  They, my son makes enough money, 
that he’ll have stuff set up that they’ll be taken care of. 
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Andrew, 52, referenced his son paying into social services for why he is not worried about his 
son having care when older: 
… he can make arrangements for his care.  I mean, he’s paying into social security so he can 
qualify for Medicare parts A and B which will get him long term care if he needs it. 
Character  
Nine of the parents did not share one or both of the two major concerns about their voluntarily 
childless children because of some character or personality trait they believe their child 
possesses.  For instance, Elliot expressed that he is not worried for his son and daughter-in-law’s 
future because of their intelligence: 
I mean, they’re planners, …financially they got some smart[s].  They got some smarts between 
their shoulders besides just a head rattling around up there.  They use their brains.  They know 
what they’re doing.  
Similarly, Maggie said that she is not concerned for her daughter and son-in-law not having 
elderly care because they are young, responsible, and health conscious: 
I think they maintain a healthy lifestyle and they’ve done it from day one.  They’re both 
committed to that, too. And they know health issues that can arise and I think they plan for the 
future.    
Like the others, Natalie acknowledged her children’s intelligence as a reason not to be 
concerned.  Natalie focused on her daughter and son-in-law’s ability to think things through: 
…I think they have put enough thought in it that there won’t be any regrets down the line, so …I 
don’t worry about [care when elderly] for them.  
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Beth also identified Amanda’s joyful personality for why she is not concerned by Amanda 
missing the parenthood experience: “But she’s a pretty joyful person and she’ll, she finds joy in 
everything she does.”  John, 70, is not worried about his daughter, Claire, and son-in-law, Jon-
Paul, being lonely without children because of their intelligence and social behaviors:  
Well, they’re both well educated people and Jon-Paul is always thinking.  I mean he’s just, …all 
he needs is time and money and he’s going to come up with things to do. I mean productive 
things to do.  Not playful things.  I mean, for example I had a an old tool box with all my dad’s 
tools in ‘em, which had been sitting in my garage for 15 years and I gave it to him and he’s just 
tickled to death.  He just can’t wait to, they’re hand tools for making furniture and stuff, and he’s 
really looking forward to making his furniture.  And, he’s in to all sorts of urban gardening and 
…they’ve created, they have a row house there in Philadelphia and the lot next to them is vacant 
and …they’ve taken and closed that alley off and created a whole environment for themselves.  
…I just I just think they’ll have no problem at all in filling their lives... 
While several of the parents cited reasons like their children’s intelligence or abilities to plan as 
motives for not being concerned about their children’s childless futures, a couple of participants 
focused on something more practical: the idea that parenthood is not for everyone.  They used 
this to justify why they are not worried about their children missing the parenting experience.  
For example, Andrew focused on his son’s choice about not being a parent: 
Some people are not geared [to] being a parent.  I mean, there are many stories in the news today 
about people who have been neglectful, hurtful to their children and it’s ’cause they are not ready 
either emotionally to be a parent.  So, I don’t think that he will miss out on it because it’s not 
something he apparently wants. 
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Donna, a catering chef in her late fifties, explained that she is not worried about her son and 
daughter-in-law, Chris and Stephanie, missing parenthood because they will not have it to miss: 
… just not everybody’s cut out to be a parent so and if you don’t have children and you choose 
not to, then you can’t know what you’re missing out on.  And, the only reason I can say I think 
that, …missing out on the grandchildren is because I got this friend circle that has nothing but 
grandchildren and they don’t mind shoving ’em in your face.  So that’s the only reason I can kind 
of feel maybe what you’d be missing out on, but for Stephanie and Chris, I don’t know, because 
they wouldn’t know unless they were parents and it got taken away from ’em or something like 
that.  
Meredith said that she is not worried about her daughter Adrienne missing parenthood.  Meredith 
explained that Adrienne is educated and understands that the demands of parenthood are not for 
her:  
I don’t really worry about that with her because she’s got a master’s degree in sociology and I 
think she’s pretty bright and I think she understands the dynamics of family life…  I think she has 
an understanding of family life and what parenting should be.  I mean I think she sees people who 
she thinks should never have been parents and I think she understands what parenting should be 
in life and how it’s supposed to be and I think she recognizes that that’s not something that she 
wants to pour her energy into right now.  I mean I think she understands parenting.  There’s a lot 
of demands on it… it’s not where she chooses to spend her time.  
Additionally, five participants specifically pinpointed their children’s ability to form strong 
social connections as a reason why they do not have concerns.  For example, Andrew identified 
his son, Isaac, as a social individual.  Andrew said that he is not worried about Isaac being lonely 
for not having children because of his ability to be social: 
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He’s a social individual.  He goes out with his friends and his cousins and spends time with them.  
Even spends with his brothers and me.  Whenever he can.  So, he’s a social individual.  I don’t 
worry about his being too lonely.  If he feels lonely, I’m quite certain he can do something about 
it. 
Maggie discussed her daughter and son-in-law’s ability to make friends as a factor for why she is 
not concerned that they would be lonely or not have elderly care: 
They both can make friends in a snap and I think they have good relationships with a lot of 
people and friends and family and I don’t think they would be [lonely].  I think either one could 
survive.  So.  They’re just not the kind of people to sit around and mope about something or be 
lonely.  I mean, they address the situation and move their lives onward.  I mean they’re just not 
gonna crawl into a hole and say,” I give up.”  They’re not those kind of people.…  I mean they 
have a large circle of friends and I think, extended family and I think that they’re, they’ll always 
have that. 
Initially, Helen expressed not having any specific concerns.  She explained her son and daughter-
in-law’s social qualities for why she does not have any concerns in general: 
But, they are both very sociable people and do keep contact, both of ‘em with friends from like 
high school and college, so, that way, I don’t worry about them as they’re gonna always have 
people.… My husband’s family and mine, so and she’s really good, [Heather] will, like last 
weekend they made the trip up here to Michigan because one of the cousins had a graduation 
party on my side of the family.  And, they came up ’cause Brian said “I really wanna go”, ’cause 
he wanted to see the older cousins that are his age that were gonna be there, ’cause we don’t get 
to see them often ’cause everybody lives all over the place and she came, and oh must have been 
four hours at the graduation party, and sits and visits and really fits in well and everything, so it 
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works out good.  And, I think they will always have extended family and their friends and stuff, 
so I don’t worry about them, no.  They get along extremely well, so they have a good relationship 
the two of ’em.   
Meredith explained that Adrienne has the ability to be alone without being lonely and to connect 
with people: 
I think she knows the difference between aloneness and being lonely.  She likes to be alone a lot 
of times and, but she, she stays pretty well connected and she recognizes people who are there for 
her in her life and I think she’ll always stay in contact with them and she has a lot of gratitude for 
people who have helped her so.  So, I think she will be fine.  
Beth did identify loneliness as a logical concern, but explained that she is not worried about her 
daughter Amanda being lonely because of Amanda’s outgoing personality: 
Ordinarily, I guess you’d say “yes, you’re afraid they’ll be lonely,” but not with Amanda.  She’s 
so outgoing and social and I think she’ll do, she’ll be just fine.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter examined the first three research questions described in chapter 2: (1) Do parents 
stigmatize their children for choosing not to have children?  (2) How do parents feel about their 
children’s decision?  (3) Are parents concerned about their children’s childless future?  
 Most parents did not treat the voluntary childlessness of their children as a stigma. To the 
contrary, even if they had held negative opinions about voluntary childlessness in the past, they 
made positive interpretations of their children’s decision. 
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 These parents often did have concerns about their children’s voluntary childlessness.  The 
two major concerns were that their children would miss out on the experience of parenthood and 
would lack social support as they grew older.  When explaining why they held these concerns, 
parents referred to their own experiences as parents and caregivers and to their children’s current 
lack of social support.  However, not all the parents shared these concerns.  When explaining 
why they did not, parents referred to their children’s current social support, their financial 






CHAPTER 5: YOU WILL CHANGE YOUR MIND: PARENTS' BELIEFS ABOUT 
THEIR CHILDREN'S CHOICE TO BE CHILDLESS 
 
 
When family forms deviate from the socially expected forms, it can cause disbelief and the 
expectations that people who are deviating from these expectations should or will change their 
minds.  For instance, some people may expect that conversion therapy will turn gays and 
lesbians into heterosexuals (Mallory, Brown, and Conron 2018).  With respect to voluntary 
childlessness, some people do decide to become parents after initially identifying as voluntarily 
childless (Heaton, Jacobson, and Holland 1999), which may make some parents think that 
voluntary childlessness is a just a phase their children will grow out of, that they will come to 
their senses and decide to have children as expected.  This chapter addresses the fourth research 
question raised in chapter 2: Do parents believe their children’s intention to be childless?  The 
chapter discusses the development of disbelief and belief parents had about their children’s 
decision to be childless.  
 
 
In Time, You Will Change Your Mind! 
As expected some parents of the voluntarily childless in this study, nine of them, did not initially 
believe their children’s intentions to remain childless.  Seven of these parents thought their 
children were young when they first proclaimed their plans not to have children.  The parents 
assumed their children would naturally decide to have children as they aged closer to when 
people typically start families.  A couple of the parents also thought their children would change 
their mind over time once they were in a stable romantic relationship.  This group of participants 
had episodes of hope that their children would change their mind as their children’s relationships 





Many participants learned of their children’s intentions to remain childless when they considered 
their children young, usually mid-twenties and younger.  These parents considered childbearing 
decisions a more appropriate role for individuals in a higher age group.  Since the participants 
viewed their children as young, they believed that with time, as the children aged, they would 
change their mind and decide to have children.  For example, Julia, a supervisor in her early 
sixties, first learned of her daughter’s intentions when her daughter was in her early twenties.  
Julia explained that she thought her daughter, Tracy, would change her mind because of her age:  
I thought she was young and she’d change her mind.…  I would just say “oh well, you’ll change 
your mind,” just kind of not really taking it seriously, just like, “ok.”  It’s like when [children are] 
little, when [they’re] five and [they] say [they’re] going to be a princess when [they] grow up, and 
you go “OK, that’s great.  You’ll make a great princess or whatever.”  And, so when she would 
say she wasn’t going to have any kids, and I would just say “ok well that’s your choice,” but in 
the back of my mind I think, “oh yes you will.” 
Natalie, a retired nurse, thought that her daughter Jessica was also young.  Natalie explained that 
she thought as Jessica aged, her biological clock may tick and she might change her mind: 
  
Well, I guess in your mid-twenties that she was when she was when she got married.  I guess it’s 
easier to say “I’ll never have kids” and I thought she may change her mind, people get closer to 
30-35, the biological clock sometimes hits and I thought maybe it would. 
When Meredith, a high school teacher in her early sixties, learned that her daughter Adrienne 
was planning not to have children, Adrienne was out of high school and in college.  Meredith 
thought Adrienne was young and would change her mind: 
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Oh, at first, I thought “she’s young, she may change her mind.” 
Denise, an educator in her early fifties, first learned that her daughter, Rachel, did not want to 
have children when Rachel was in college.  Just as Meredith thought Adrienne was young and 
would change her mind, Denise thought the same thing of Rachel: 
As first I thought, “I thought the same thing when I was in my 20s and you’ll change your mind 
and that’s the way you feel right now.” 
Some participants started to learn of their children’s intentions even before their children 
graduated high school.  Michelle, a homemaker, first learned that her daughter, Stephanie, was 
planning to remain childless when Stephanie was in junior high school.  Michelle thought this 
was just a phase for Stephanie: 
When she was young, I thought maybe it was a phase that she was going through because little 
kids were annoying and nobody likes little kids. 
Robert, a retired locomotive engineer, heard his daughter, Katie, express her desire not to have 
children before she had finished high school.  Katie was 16 years old when she first told her dad 
her plans.  Given her age, Robert thought Katie was just a kid and that she would say something 
different a week later: 
Oh, just a kid.  Kids say lot of things that within a week it’s 100 percent the other way.  And 
[we’re] all same way.  I mean every kid, I think, what’s good today is hell tomorrow.  
However, Katie remained consistent in her desire to be voluntarily childless.  A couple of years 
later, at 18, Katie still expressed her desire not to have children.  Despite Katie’s two years of 
childless by choice rhetoric, Robert still believed she was young and would change her mind: 
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My thoughts [were], “Well you’re young.  You’ll move on and then you’ll probably want to have 
your offspring.” 
Relationships 
Six participants thought their children might change their mind if a key relationship changed or if 
their friends and family started having children, which occurs over time.  The parents perceived 
that a new position for their children, such as wife or aunt, would result in the expected behavior 
of deciding to have children.  In addition to thinking her daughter, Tracy, was young, Julia 
thought that her daughter would decide to have children when she met the right person later in 
life: 
Oh, about the only thing I can think of is that I thought when she was younger and said she didn’t 
want to have any children, I thought that, well, if she met the right guy she would change her 
mind. 
Sometimes it not just about meeting the right person or being influenced by the biological clock 
as evidenced by Sharon’s daughter, Allisen.  Sharon is a 60-year-old homemaker.  Her daughter, 
Allisen, explained that she does not want children because her mother-in-law would interfere.  At 
this point, Sharon thought Allisen would eventually change her mind under the assumption that 
the issue with the mother-in-law would resolve, as it had previously:   
I kind of said, “Yes, she’ll try to interfere but you don’t have to let her,” kind of thing.  And, I 
thought it would kinda go away, but it didn’t.  She seemed to be coming stronger on the idea.…  
Well, other things that she’s had difficulty with her mother-in-law had kind of resolved, and so in 
some ways… they haven’t. 
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While the majority of the participants acknowledge that they rejected the notion that their 
children would remain permanently childless, four participants who believed their children’s 
intentions at first experienced episodes of hope when they believed there was a modest 
possibility of their children having children because of changes in relationships.  Valerie 
believed her son, Ben, when he and his wife first stated they were not going to have children.  
After they divorced, Valerie experienced a little hope that he might change his mind based on an 
online dating profile answer: 
He did…begin dating this winter.  And, when he did his Match.com profile and it asked about 
“Want kids?” …his answer was “not sure” because I guess he just wanted to seem more 
accessible.  So, he did say “not sure”, which gave me a little hope.   
Although Mark, a construction worker, initially believed his son’s intentions, once his son, Chris, 
married, Mark thought that maybe children would come next since children are an expected 
behavior in marriage: 
But, things, things change and I guess we all hoped that things would change so that we would 
have a grandchild.  Like him deciding not to get married, then getting married.  I was thinking, 
“well, maybe the next step is having a grandkid”, if you don’t push the issue. 
However, sometimes a parent’s expectation for a child changing his or her mind rests not with 
the biological child, but with a child’s spouse or partner.  Helen explained that her son and 
daughter-in-law, Brian and Heather, are voluntarily childless, but Heather is more adamant about 
being childless.  Helen thought Heather would change her mind after her brother had children: 
Now when her oldest brother has had kids, I kind of thought that it might change for her when she 
saw like Austin had two really healthy babies. 
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Like the others, Bruce, believed his daughter, May, when she first said she planned to be 
childless.  She was in her early twenties at that time.  As May’s friends had children, Bruce 
thought she might change her mind: 
There [were] a couple times I thought she would change her mind when there were a few of her 
friends that… have children now and she’s expressed that she’s kind of jealous of the fact that 
these people, her friends, are married, and they got good lives and they have children now.  It 
makes their life complete.  I thought maybe she’s thinking about changing her mind. 
 
I’m a Believer 
Although some of the parents did not believe their child’s decision to be childless at first, most of 
the participants eventually believed their child’s commitment to not having children.  Passage of 
time was also an explanation for parents’ beliefs about their children’s decision to be childless.  
They thought that their children reached an age or relationship status that indicated permanence 
of the childless status.  In addition, some parents believed their children because of their 
personality, such that they are honest, have a personality that does not fit with parenthood, or 
expressed their intentions adamantly.  Lastly, a few participants believed their children because 
of non-fertility illnesses and voluntary sterilization.  
Passage of time 
Two participants believed their children’s decision to remain childless because their child or 
their child’s partner reached an age that established a sense of permanency in the decision.  Four 
other participants believed their children because their children’s plans to be childless remained 




Age.  A couple of participants believed their children’s intentions to be childless as they 
aged.  Valerie, a college professor who has three voluntarily childless children, did not see 
children as part of her daughter Emma’s trajectory because of her academic career; however, it 
was clear to Valerie that Emma committed to not having children when she married an older 
man:  
It just wasn’t on the table in her 20s at all and then she divorced that husband and married a man 
who is almost my age.  He’s four years younger than I am, so her current husband is, he’s beyond 
the age for first time dad, and so then I really knew she wasn’t gonna have a kid.  
Michelle, who thought her daughter, Stephanie, would change her mind, realized that Stephanie 
was serious about not having children as she matured over time: 
…but, as she matured and as I saw her, her personal growth, I came to realize that she was pretty 
sure of her decision. 
Relational.  Eight participants believed their children’s plans to remain childless because 
of situations surrounding relationships.  Three participants believed their children because they 
held and expressed the same intentions to be childless through relationships over time.  Three 
other participants believed their children because discussions about having children shifted 
within the context of an intimate relationship over time.  Lastly, two participants believed their 
children because of other relational reasons.  Julia originally thought her daughter, Tracy, would 
change her mind as she aged and changed relationships.  Because Tracy did not change her mind 
through three romantic relationships, Julia became convinced of Tracy’s intentions to remain 
childless.    
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Well, …she’s been in three relationship[s] since then and they didn’t change her mind, so I don’t 
think she’s going to even if she meets the right guy… I just don’t think that’s going to happen.  
Athena experienced a similar road with her daughter.  She thought her daughter, Célia, was 
joking when Célia started claiming she did not want to have children.  Athena became convinced 
of her daughter’s intentions to remain childless because of how it affected her daughter’s 
thoughts about staying with her boyfriend Neil, a man who wanted children:   
When her and Neil got more serious about getting married, she had more talks with me about she 
didn’t know if she should stay with Neil because Neil really wanted to have kids and she didn’t.  
And, I guess that’s when I realized it wasn’t a joke anymore.  It was really serious.  
Like Athena, Valerie was able to see more clearly the extent of her son’s commitment to a 
voluntarily childless life after one definitive discussion.  When Valerie asked her son, Ben, and 
his first wife if they were going to have children, they both expressed ‘not interested.’  Ben’s 
intentions to remain childless became more evident to Valerie after Ben’s divorce when her son 
said that a future relationship with a woman with a child would be out of the question: 
After Ben divorced a few years ago, I asked him, “What would happen if [you] met a woman who 
had a child?” and he told me it would be a “deal breaker” were his words.  So, that was pretty 
clear. 
While many of the parents experienced at least one discussion that convinced them of the 
seriousness of their children’s plans to remain childless, for other parents their children’s lack of 
childrearing discussions raised the red flag.  Maggie, who herself originally planned not to have 
children, believed her daughter, Claire, at first.  Maggie became more convinced after Claire was 
married for five years and lack of discussions about having children continued:  
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Because she’s been married five years and because she hasn’t raised the issue of wanting or 
thinking about having children. 
Natalie also discussed the lack of conversations her daughter and son-in-law, Jessica and Tyler, 
had about having children as a reason to believe their intentions to be childless: 
 I think as they get older, … I don’t hear them talking about “if we have kids” or planning 
financially or, I guess they just don’t talk about “if” or they never talk about “when”.  I know 
with Jessica’s last boyfriend, sometimes she would mention things like “if Todd and I had kids,” 
or that he wanted to be a stay at home dad and have his mom take care of the baby and Jessica 
have a job.  That didn’t sound like what Jessica wanted.  But, so when she was with Todd, she 
talked about “when” or “if”, and with Tyler, I think maybe early on, they talked about “if” and I 
think they just, they just don’t talk about it.  
Although Sharon’s daughter, Allisen, intended not to have children, Sharon became more 
convinced as Allisen’s husband, Jesse, stopped talking about having children throughout the first 
five years of marriage:  
I think it was more because Jesse had stopped saying something about having kids.  And, he was 
kind of going along with that they weren’t.  So, I think when he made that decision or whatever, 
then it seemed more permanent.  And, I’m not sure that it was five years [after marriage], but it 
was approximately.  
While changes in romantic relationships were the most common form of relationships that 
convinced participants of their children’s plans to be childless, a couple of participants believed 
their children because of other relationships.  For Meredith, it was the growth in her relationship 
with her daughter Adrienne over time: 
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I think it took a while for me to really be convinced.  I mean, I accepted it, but I kept thinking it 
might change.  And that probably went on for about three or four years. And, then after I got 
more connected with her.  See, she lived in Arizona and I lived in Illinois.  We weren’t around 
each other a whole hell of a lot either, there were a lot of weird circumstances.  The more I was 
able to visit her and she was able to visit me, then the more convinced I became.  
For Meredith and Adrienne, it was the growth and the circumstances of their relationship that 
prompted Meredith to make peace with her daughter’s choice.  For Ron, the circumstances to 
accept his child’s decision required persistence from his child.  Ron thought his daughter Célia 
was joking when she first started talking about not having children.  Then he said that he believes 
her childless intentions because of the numerous times she said it to her sisters and him: 
It was the many times she said it.  And, she’s had conversations with her sisters and her sisters 
tell me.  I’m pretty well, I’m sure she’s got her mind made up right, she’s not gonna have any 
children.  
Personal attributes 
 While age and changing relationships have a clear impact on the participants’ acceptance that 
their children will never have children, ten of the parents also identified their children’s personal 
attributes as reasons to believe their son’s or daughter’s childless intentions.  Personal attributes, 
including the child’s personality traits and non-fertility related medical conditions, were reasons 
why parents were more believing of their children’s childless by choice stature.  Nine of the 
participants believed their children because of their children’s personality such that their decision 




Character.  Nine of the parents believed their children’s intentions because of a particular 
personality trait.  One parent said that his son’s personality does not fit into parenthood.  When 
asked why he believed his son’s intentions to remain childless initially, Mark explained it was 
because of his son’s personality.  Chris’s preference of few responsibilities was not child 
friendly:  
Because Chris is [the] type of person that wants to do his thing and doesn’t want to have 
responsibilities of being tied down.   
Five parents discussed their children’s position of being an honest person.  Donna, Mark’s wife, 
discussed Chris’s honesty as why she believes him: 
Because Chris always says the truth straight up and his feelings are pretty much on his sleeve.  
When he tells you something, he means it.  
Alan, a systems analyst, also knew what it is like to have a child with an honest disposition.  He 
realized that his daughter, Allisen, could change her mind; however, Alan does believe Allisen 
when she says she does not want to have children because of her honest personality: 
 Oh, just because that’s the way, because she’s being honest.  I mean and I trust her.  
Andrew, 52, learned of his son’s intentions to remain childless unexpectedly.  Isaac, Andrew’s 
son, called his dad to recruit him for this study.  At that point, Isaac, 29, stated his intentions not 
to have children.  Even though it was a surprise to Andrew, he still believes Isaac because of his 
honesty: 
Because usually my kids and I, we don’t lie to each other.  So, if he says he’s not planning on 
having children during his lifetime, I believe that.  
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Evelyn, 62, found out that her daughter, Emily, was not having children by choice when Emily 
was 36 years old.  Evelyn explained that when she found out, she did not think Emily would 
change her mind because Emily is decisive:    
No, no reason to doubt her and really I suppose because I know her, it’s like, once she makes up 
her mind, she doesn’t change it that often. 
Beth also believed her daughter’s intentions because Amanda is not one to say things she does 
not mean:  
Just because of she’s, she’s Amanda and she’s very—once she, when she says something, she 
means it.  
While many of the parents believed their children because of their children’s honest dispositions, 
others believed their children’s choice to remain childless because of the ferocity with which the 
children told their parents.  Two parents believed their children because they proclaimed their 
intentions to remain childless in such an adamant manner, leaving no reason to doubt what they 
say.  Bruce’s daughter, May, was around 24 years old when she first told her dad she did not plan 
to have children.  Bruce believed her at this point because her actions appeared convincing:  
I actually, I believed she was very serious and I believed she meant exactly what she said.…  
About the time, the timeframe that she had said this, we were actually out someplace and there 
was a child in need of discipline and parent ignoring it and she says… “that situations like that 
right there that makes my womb snap shut and say absolutely no way am I having children.” … 
The tone of voice and just the look on her face, or her facial expressions.  It was very convincing. 
However, a single strong statement from the child does not always happen.  Helen observed her 
daughter-in-law, Heather, switch from planning to have children to adamantly planning to be 
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childless gradually.  Before Heather declared her intentions, Helen sensed it, but was convinced 
once Heather posted strong statements on Facebook:  
In the last year.  I always kind of thought once she got done with all of her education and 
everything that they’d have one.  I just figured she’d [have children] and then in the last year 
she’s put lots of comments out on Facebook, which is an easy way to kind of let the mother-in-
law know, that like were “kids can’t add anything to my life”, “I wish people would stop asking 
me when we’re gonna have a baby”, “I don’t want children”, “our life is good how it is.”  And 
stuff like that, so.…  Now she’s really more adamant and the comments are stronger, so.  That’s 
not gonna change.  They’re not gonna change their mind, or she isn’t.   
Sometimes, a parent believing their child’s childless by choice decision had less to do with 
personality or personal traits and more to do with lifestyle choices.  Valerie believed her son Ben 
and his wife when they said they were not going to have children because of they were already 
living an alternative lifestyle: 
Because they were just very, they were very different people and they… made different lifestyle 
choices already, so that just kinda fit into that whole paradigm for me that they just [were] not 
going to do things the conventional ways.  
 With respect to living a different lifestyle, Valerie explained it as: 
Just… very outdoors, hiking, eating very radically, very raw vegan-ish kind of choices... natural 
Birkenstock wearing, natural… no make-up wearing.  Very [earthy]. 
Medical.  Five parents discussed non-infertility related medical conditions their own 
children had as reasons for believing their children while just a couple of the parents believed 
their children’s childless by choice status because of non-fertility related illnesses in their 
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children’s partner.  For example, Michelle’s son Tim chose to remain childless.  Tim and his 
wife, Tabatha, decided not to have children because of Tabatha’s medical issues.  When 
Michelle stated that she believes their intentions to remain childless, she cited Tabatha’s medical 
reasons for her beliefs: 
Yes, I did.  I actually because of her health issues, I thought it was a very wise decision because 
she’s on a lot of a medications and either she would have to go off the medications and 
potentially have critical health issues or staying on the medication could harm a developing fetus 
and so I thought it was a very wise decision to make.  
Teresa, a nurse, had a similar experience with her daughter and son-in-law.  When Teresa’s 
daughter Heidi first expressed her intent to remain voluntarily childless, Teresa believed Heidi 
because Teresa knew about the anxiety Heidi’s husband, Owen, experiences:   
She and I had talked about how Owen and his mother are, how their lives are so impacted by their 
anxiety.…  It’s almost to the excessive constant checking of the locks and when Heidi and Owen 
went to buy a car.  He had to have a car that had certain airbags and all this stuff because of 
anxiety about her being injured in a car accident and inability to go in crowds and all those things 
are, are just so limiting.  And, we talked a lot about that.  And then Owen’s mother is even more 
extreme in her anxiety.  We had been very upfront about that… and so I wasn’t surprised. 
For some parents, medical issues were reason enough to believe their children would remain 
childless.  Unlike Tabatha and Owen, who suffer from medical diseases, other voluntarily 
childless individuals have chosen voluntary sterilization to prove their commitment to remaining 
childless by choice.  Although voluntary sterilization would be a clear sign that someone 
definitely intends not to have children, there were only a few examples of this.  Donna and Mark, 
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parents of Chris, were more convinced of his plans once he mentioned and had a vasectomy; 
however, both Donna and Mark believed their son prior to the vasectomy discussion. 
But as time went on, then I knew for sure he was serious because when he came to me told me 
about “I’ll get a vasectomy before I have a kid, Mom.”  (Donna) 
Well, a vasectomy had a lot to do with it, but I’ve accepted it because I know that that was just 
his wishes for many years that he didn’t want to have kids.  (Mark) 
Meredith believed her daughter’s intentions after she spent more time with her.  However, 
Meredith stated that her daughter discussed getting her tubes tied and that this was a convincing 
statement: 
She’s even said that she would like to have surgery to get herself sterilized.  So, when she says 
she wants to get herself sterilized, I’m pretty convinced. 
 
Conclusion 
The parents’ perceptions of their children changing their minds developed based on the positions 
their children held (e.g. young, single, honest, and anxious).  Some of these positions, such as 
being young or single, influenced many of the parents and they thought their children would 
change their mind over time.  Some of the parents viewed their children as young when they first 
expressed the decision to be childless.  They perceived that making childbearing decisions is not 
expected behavior of young individuals, but of older individuals.  Therefore, they thought their 
children would change their mind as they aged.  Additionally, a few participants thought their 
children would change their mind after an important relationship change, such as meeting the 
right person or becoming married.  They perceived that over time their children would establish a 
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relationship, such as a marriage, that would lead to the expected behavior of having children.  
Even some of the parents who initially believed their children’s decision thought that they might 
change their mind because they established a permanent relationship or their family and friends 
started having children.   
While the position of youth influenced some parents to disbelieve their children’s desire 
to remain childless by choice, other participants believed their children’s intentions to remain 
childless after the passage of time or because of personal attributes.  As with why parents did not 
believe their children, time was also a factor for why parents developed beliefs that their children 
would remain childless by choice: their children aged closer to a timeframe for parenting without 
changing their mind, their conversations about being childless persisted through relationships, 
and because their conversations within relationships shifted from children to childless 
discussions.  Other participants believed their children’s intentions to remain childless because of 
personal attribute positions, specifically character and medical.  In addition, a couple of 
participants viewed non-fertility medical illnesses and voluntary sterilization as reasons to 
believe their children.    
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There is a substantial body of research on the positive and negative effects of voluntary 
childlessness.  For example, voluntarily childless individuals can spend more time on their own 
interests (Heaton, Jacobson, and Holland 1999; Park 2005); however, they risk being labeled as 
selfish (Ory 1978; Silka and Kiesler 1977; Vinson, Mollen, and Smith 2010).  However, 
voluntary childlessness is a family form change that can also have positive and negative effects 
on other family members.  Since grandparenthood has become an expected and important life 
stage to parents in the United States, the parents of voluntary childless individuals are potentially 
affected directly by their children’s decision to be childless.  To fill the gap of understanding if 
intergenerational effects of voluntary childlessness are positive, negative, or mixed, this chapter 
addresses the last three research questions described in chapter two: (5) Do the parents of 
voluntarily childless individuals experience courtesy stigma? (6) What do parents perceive as 
rewards and costs for having fewer or no grandchildren? (7) How does voluntary childlessness 
affect the parent-child relationship?  
 As explained in chapter 2, I expected other people to stigmatize the parents for their 
children’s decision not to have children given the stigmatization towards voluntarily childless 
individuals and the deviant nature of the choice that may reflect poorly on the parents, such that 
they did not raise their children ‘right’ to want to have children.  However, the parents in this 
study did not report feeling stigmatized by other people.  This does not mean it does not occur; 
simply that it was not experienced or disclosed by the participants.  Despite a lack of 
stigmatization for the parents of voluntarily childless individuals, this is not a benefit for the 
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parents.  Rather, it is an absence of a cost.  If they felt stigmatized for their children’s decision, 
then that would have been a cost to the parents.   
With respect to their relationship with their voluntarily childless children, nearly all of the 
participants indicated that their children’s decision did not have any affects on their relationship.  
For example, when asking about how her children’s decision to be childless affected her 
relationship with them, Valerie responded “Not negatively.  Not positively.  I just think it’s just 
what it is.”  The other participants had similar responses as John, “No. Not at all.”  One 
participant, Meredith, recognized a benefit of her daughter’s decision: “I think her sharing that 
with me has probably deepened our relationship because I’ve accepted it and um so we have an 
understanding.”  However, the common positive and negative effects on the parent-child 
relationship stemmed from simply being childless, rather than from being voluntarily childless.  
Some parents explained that the decision was costly because it reduced the amount of time they 
spent with that child.  Conversely, some of the parents explained that the decision was beneficial 
because it meant they could spend more time with that child.  These findings are further 
discussed in the rest of the chapter, along with the other rewards and costs parents perceived for 
themselves.   
  
Rewards 
In contrast to the literature that paints a picture of grandparenthood being ideal and rewarding 
(Bengston 2001; Kivnick 1983; Neugarten and Weinsten 1964; Reitzes and Mutran 2004b; 
Silverstein and Marenco 2001), many of the participants believed there were some benefits for 
them because their children chose not to have children.  Some of these parents explained that 
they had more freedom to spend their time how they wish since they do not have to spend their 
time with grandchildren.  A couple of the participants said that they are free to live where they 
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want because they will not have grandchildren tying them to a location.  Some parents explained 
that they can save or spend their money how they wish.  Lastly, some parents mentioned that 
having fewer or no grandchildren saved them from emotional pain that they would experience if 
the non-existent grandchildren existed.  However, not all participants were able to identify 
rewards for themselves.  Eleven of the participants perceived no benefits for themselves because 
of their children’s decision not to have children. 
Time 
Many parents expressed that their children remaining voluntarily childless gave them fewer 
responsibilities and more freedom to spend their time how they wish.  Three participants focused 
on having more freedom with how they spend their time because they did not have 
responsibilities or obligations associated with a grandchild such as babysitting.  Maggie, 66, has 
a son and a daughter.  Her daughter has chosen not to have children, but Maggie does have 
grandchildren from her son.  Although many people value being involved with their 
grandchildren’s life, even babysitting from time to time, raising a grandchild is more 
involvement than some desire.  With respect to her daughter not having kids, Maggie discussed 
not having to raise a grandchild as a benefit to her: 
I don’t want to raise them so and I know a lot of grandparents and great grandparents that are 
raising…their children’s children. 
Meredith, a high-school teacher in her early fifties, has two children and no grandchildren.  She 
expressed not having to spend her time babysitting as a reward to not having grandchildren: 
I’m not babysitting all the time.  Whereas if I had grandkids I would probably be spending a lot 
more time with my kids, trying to connect with the grandkids.   
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Donna, 56, has three children and agrees with both Maggie and Meredith.  While only one of 
Donna’s children decided not to have children, she does not expect to have grandchildren from 
any of them.  She explained that not having to care for grandchildren means she has the freedom 
to come and go with her husband, Mark, as they please: 
… I guess this is why I feel the way I feel about their decisions is because absolutely Mark and I 
started with children, so now we have an opportunity with no responsibilities of children and we 
can come and go as we please.  We don’t have to be responsible for babysitting or making sure 
that whomever needs what is taken care of. 
In addition to having cherished free time with her husband, Donna also explained an unexpected 
benefit from not being a grandparent: she saves time from not having to clean up after 
grandchildren: 
The house totally stays the way I cleaned it for two weeks in a row.… I’m not picking up candy 
wrappers all over the floor.   
While there are some very practical benefits of time management for the parents resulting from 
their children’s choice to remain voluntarily childless, there are other benefits for the parents of 
childless by choice individuals as well.  Five parents specifically mentioned that they have more 
time to interact with their children.  The parents can interact with their children more because 
they do not have to spend their time with grandchildren or their children do not have to spend 
their time caring for children.  Meredith further explained that not spending time with 
grandchildren allows her the freedom to spend the time on her children:  
I can lavish [the time] on my children instead of my grandchildren, so that’s an advantage.  And 
because we were alienated for so many years, I had… a lot to make up for.  I love learning who 
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they are as young adults.  They came back into my life as young adults…  I can really focus more 
on them.  
Maggie expressed having the freedom to travel and do activities with her daughter because they 
do not have children: 
Oh, we’re more free to travel with them or camp or backpack or do activities that we wouldn’t be 
able to do with young children, in particular biking.  We boat, we biked the five Burroughs of 
New York City [with daughter and son-in-law]. 
Julia, who has grandchildren from other children, also identified being able to spend time and 
vacation with her daughter as a reward: 
More time with her… easier to do things with her without her having to get, trying to get a sitter 
or easier to just spur of the moment go away for the weekend or just having her available to me.  
Having all of her time with us and if she wants to go on vacation with us, she can.  
Karen, 68, has two children, Melinda and Ryan, who both chose not to have kids.  She 
mentioned that she could get together with Melinda and Ryan more easily since they are not busy 
with their own children: 
I mean right now we all have the freedom to get together whenever we want.  When you have 
kids that’s not always true. 
Norm, 74, has 6 children and 11 grandchildren.  He explained that a positive effect of his 
daughter, Grace, choosing not to have children is that she can be more social with her dad.  Since 
children do not dominate Grace’s attention and time, Norm has more time to see her:  
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Only in that she’s not dealing with kids.  She’s not distracted by children.  She’s more social than 
she would be if she was home cooking and washing.  She’s never had the responsibilities of 
raising children.  So, she’s real light hearted and goofy or whatever you want to call it.  She’s 
never been up in the middle of the night feeding children or hauling them to the doctor’s so she’s 
free-spirited, more of a free-spirited person than she would have been had she’d been raising 
families and paying bills and all that kind of stuff.  So, she’s fun to be with.  She likes to eat out.  
She’ll call and she’ll say, “Daddy, I’m coming home.  I’ll be there a week, now how many of 
those 7 nights can you take me out to dinner and I’ll get the bill?”  That kind of stuff.  
While it is clear that a number of parents enjoy having time to be friends with their grown 
children without the distraction of grandparenting, other benefits mentioned included having 
time for one’s self and for society.  Teresa, a nurse in her late fifties, discussed that she has more 
time for herself since her daughter chose not to have children:  
I do have more time for myself because I know that I would want to be very involved and be 
helpful to my daughter if she had children and because she doesn’t I don’t have to have any guilt 
about wanting to read a murder mystery or go for a walk by myself.  So, I have some me time.  I 
don’t have to feel guilty when I pursue those activities that I enjoy. 
Karen mostly focused on being able to interact freely with other people in society through 
volunteer work: 
… you have time and you have the resources.  I mean, I think I guess the benefit would be that 
you can contribute more to the society as a whole.  I mean I feel like I do volunteer.  I haven’t 
volunteered in schools because I was a teacher but the longer I’m retired the more I think I will 
probably go back and do some volunteering with children.  At some point.  So, I guess maybe 
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you’d have more time to be you know looking at some social issues as a whole and instead of 
your own personal family.   
Geographical 
Two participants discussed the ability to move as a benefit for not expecting grandchildren.  
Beth, 63, has one daughter, Amanda, who chose not to have children.  However, Beth does not 
anticipate grandchildren from either of her children.  She discussed having the freedom to move 
after retirement to a smaller residence as a benefit, since she will not have to consider 
grandchildren into the plans:  
… I just mentioned to George last night that since we’re not gonna be grandparents that… when 
we retire, which hopefully will be in a year and half that and we talked about relocating… we 
don’t have to consider where our grandchildren are when we look for a location and we don’t 
have to consider… oh, that we can have… a smaller place to live in since we won’t have 
grandchildren that are coming to stay with us.   
Donna also explained that since she does not have to maintain geographical roots for the 
grandchildren, she has the freedom to move if she wishes:  
There’s the tie thingy.  Like let’s just pretend for one minute Mark and I just decide we can get up 
and we can move to Conkanelly if we want.  I wouldn’t have that bond of breaking, how to make 
kids so far away from me cause I have none.  So, that sense of freedom, that grandparents must 
feel obliged to stay in the neighborhood because their kids are here, I don’t have that.  Oh, I like 







A few participants expressed that a benefit to them for their children choosing not to have 
children is having the freedom to save money or spend their money how they wish.  For 
example, Maggie discussed spending less money on college as a reward: 
There’s not putting money into college funds or things like that that we would do if [my 
daughter] had children. 
Teresa also discussed the ability to save money as a benefit.  She then can spend the money on 
trips for her and her husband:  
… if I had grandchildren I would buy them things, probably big things, swing sets and climbing 
gyms and money for their education and since I don’t have that, as an example, my husband and I 
are planning in a couple of years taking a very long trip and driving, to Alaska and up to the 
Arctic circle and so I have recreational and leisure opportunities that I wouldn’t if I had 
grandchildren. 
Donna stated that she would have the benefit of not spending as much money: 
Financially, … I don’t have [the expenses] that I would, so I have that to look forward to.    
 The expenses she referred to were: 
Any toy they wanted, clothes, school stuff, school clothes, schoolbooks, anything that mom and 
dad financially couldn’t afford, I would make sure that they did have it.   
Helen, a retired teacher with two grandchildren, acknowledged that since her son and daughter-
in-law, Brian and Heather, chose not to have children, she does not have to spend as much 
money on gifts: 
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I don’t have to buy as many presents.  That would be the only benefit is economically I mean.  I 
definitely have enough love in my heart to give to more than two.  We have enough time in our 
life to spread out to more grandchildren.… That would be the only thing is, like when I go to the 
garage sale and I buy clothes or toys for each of them, I would be buying more stuff.  My son one 
time made a comment about, cause we went to his house for Christmas and then we left and we 
went on out to New York, and the back of the car was filled.  Got all the presents out for New 
York and put ’em in his workshop while we were at their house.  He made a comment about all 
the presents and I said “well, if you had kids, you’d have a lot more presents brought to your 
house too.” 
However, not all the grandparents are concerned about saving the money for themselves.  Ron, a 
retiree in his late sixties, has three grandchildren from his other children.  He explained that he 
would have the ability to share more money with his other grandchildren since his daughter, 
Célia, choose not to have children:  
Well, inheritance, all that kind of stuff, but you’d have little bit more money to share with the 
other kids if you didn’t have the extra child. 
Emotional   
Four participants expressed that a benefit for them from their children choosing not to have 
children is being free from experiencing fearful emotions towards the nonexistent grandchildren.  
For example, Valerie, a college professor, explained that she perceives the world as unstable.  
Because of this, she does not have to experience anxiety for her grandchildren: 
Well, the world is pretty precarious, running out of resources at a rapid rate.  I think I would have 
a lot of anxiety for my grandchildren’s future.  So, I’m spared that.   
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Like Valerie, Beth explained that an emotional benefit for her is she does not have to worry 
about the grandchildren, “Emotionally, …I won’t have to worry about them.” Clearly, not having 
to worry about a child’s safety and well-being in a broken world is one of the benefits of not 
being a parent or grandparent.  However, an unexpected emotional benefit for two parents is not 
feeling stress or conflict about potential criticisms of a son or daughter’s parenting styles.  
Athena, a nurse in her early fifties, explained that she would feel heartache and relationship 
stress with her daughter, Cecilia, if she did have children and continued to focus on her career: 
Well like I said, if she’s gonna be that career orientated.  Just the benefit if she doesn’t have to 
have the stressful life I had, trying to feed into the myth that you can have it all.  And, the benefit 
of other grandchild, watching a grandchild that I love much being the one that has to pay the price 
for her to have it all.  Cause that would break my heart.  And I think, I think it would really even 
drive a wedge between Cecilia and I because I would, it would be breaking my heart watching 
that child not receiving what it needed emotionally and spiritually, if not physically.  
Donna expressed that her children not having children spares her from emotional strain of 
observing their parenting strategies: 
I’m not emotionally, I’m not strained to worry about children if my kids aren’t taking care of their 
children the way I feel like they should be.  I have none of that to worry about.  I don’t have to 
worry about getting into fights with the parents over the kids.  I mean.  All of that kind of stuff I 
grew up with, so I have none of that. 
 
Costs 
Many of the participants also perceived that they would experience some losses because their 
children chose to be childless.  Some of the participants felt that they would miss relationship 
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experiences with their children, friends, and nonexistent grandchildren.  Some of the participants 
believed that they would miss passing on the family line.  A few felt they would miss both.  
Eleven of the participants perceived no losses for themselves because of their children’s decision 
not to have children.  Out of the eleven participants who perceived no benefits and the eleven 
participants who perceived no losses, only four of them are the same participants.    
Social  
Many of the participants felt that they would miss relationship experiences with people.  Some of 
the participants believed that they do or will have fewer interactions with their voluntarily 
childless children.  Some of the participants acknowledged that they would miss the relationship 
they could have had with the nonexistent grandchild.  A few participants felt that they will miss 
being able to watch their children parent a child.  Lastly, a couple of the participants perceived 
that they do or will have fewer interactions with their friends who have grandchildren.  
Children.  Two participants discussed fewer interactions with their children.  For 
example, Natalie, a retired nurse, expressed that a grandchild from her daughter Jessica would 
encourage more interactions between them.  Therefore, Jessica not providing a grandchild is a 
cost for Natalie.  She does not have a grandchild to spend time with and as a result, she spends 
less time with her daughter:  
I did tell the girls in high school that, and husband and I were building a house in Palm Springs 
where we spend time half the year.  I did tell them that, ’cause they were both feeling a little bit 
abandoned, especially Maija.  I said “Well, whoever gets married and has a baby first, I will have 
a place in that town.  A little condo or something.”  I said “It won’t be next door, but it will be 
close so I can spend time with the grandbaby.”  I guess if there [were] a baby involved, I would 
be spending more time with Jessica.  So I guess, I guess it’s not really a negative, but absence of a 
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positive.  I would spend more time with Jessica if there [were] a baby involved.  And, I think she 
would want me to be there more, if there was a baby involved.  I think I was, I was a lot closer to 
my mom after had my kids, then from before.  Just from the time, from the perspective you spend 
more time with them, because they want to be around the baby. 
Ron explained that he spends more time with his daughter Ginger, who has a child, than with his 
daughter Célia, who chose not to have children.  Célia not having a child is a cost to Ron because 
it means he spends less time interacting with her:  
We have more in common to interact with.…  “How’s your studies doing, Célia? How’s college 
going?”  That kind of stuff, where I can ask Ginger, I can ask, “What’s Zack doing?  What’s he 
up to?”  And, she’ll tell me little funny things he’s done.  You know that kind of stuff.  We can 
interact a little bit more that way.   
 Grandchildren.  Ten participants expressed they are going to miss interacting with the 
nonexistent grandchild.  Evelyn, 66, has six grandchildren from two of her three children, but 
they live quite a distance away.  Evelyn currently has a remote role (Neugarten and Weinsten 
1964) as a grandparent.  Her daughter Emily, who chose not to have children, lives the closest.  
Evelyn explained that if Emily had children, she would get to have the full grandparent 
experience that she sees her friends experiencing.  She would get to visit the grandchildren and 
be more involved in their lives than her other grandchildren who live further away.  Therefore, 
although Evelyn does have grandchildren, Emily’s decision to remain childless is still a loss to 
Evelyn because she does not have what she considers the complete grandparent experience, 
including the babysitting role: 
I would be travelling more to Des Moines.  I would probably be more of a hands-on grandma 
rather than be a grandma that Skypes or FaceTime.  I’m not getting what I consider was going to 
119 
 
be the grandparent experience.  I have a lot of friends that their grandkids live right here in town. 
“Oh yeah, we watched them Wednesday and Thursday night” or whatever.  I don’t get that.  Or 
“We went to their baseball game or their dance lesson or recital”.  I won’t have that experience.   
Denise, 53, works in education.  She discussed that she is not get to spend time with 
grandchildren as she did with her grandmother: 
A family dynamic that traditionally has existed in families as far as you know that I said that 
taking what I remember like when I was a child I got to go to my grandmother’s house and spend 
the weekend and things like that and… we had a lot of fun together and she just she loved having 
me over there and we did all kinds of cool stuff.  I think that I’m going to miss those kinds of 
things.… Somebody to share my life with as far as a grandparent.  
Valerie will miss being a teacher and role model:    
I just don’t feel like I’m done raising people yet.  Again, becoming a mother at 18, it’s just a part 
of how, that’s why I’m probably an adequate teacher, just part of my M.O. in life is instructing 
and teaching and guiding and so, I would love to have a chance to do that in some capacity again 
with a baby, with a child.  And, I think I have a lot of wisdom.  I think I have a lot of love.  And, I 
could really improve someone’s life.  And, I’m not gonna get to do that.  And, that’s a tough 
thing.  
Mark, a construction worker in his late fifties, will also miss being a teacher and role model.  He 
has three children and although only one has said that he does not plan to have children, Mark 
does not expect grandchildren from the other two.  He expressed that he will miss having fun and 
teaching grandchildren things “and having somebody you can call a grandchild, having fun with 
’em.  Teaching ’em things.” 
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  Karen discussed missing the emotional fulfillment of grandchildren.  Two of Karen’s 
three children decided not to have children and the third child did not have children yet.  Karen 
said that she will miss playing with grandchildren and doing things she was not able to do as a 
parent:  
Just the opportunity to play with kids.  Take them places.  There’s so many things that I couldn’t 
do with my own kids because I didn’t have money or time.  I now have money and time to do.  
And, there’s all kinds of little trips I would take them on and I’ve got lots of things I would do 
with if the younger two have a child.  I hope I have enough energy to do some of the things I 
want to do.  But I have a few kind of developing health issues, not serious, but as time goes by,  
they haven’t even gotten pregnant yet so it’s going to be at least five years before, if they got 
pregnant tomorrow,  so you know time just passes on so hopefully if there is a child I’ll have time 
to do some stuff with it.  
Denise also discussed missing the ability to do things with grandchildren she was not able to do 
with her own children such as being able to play with them or buy things for them: 
And having somebody that I can love and maybe spoil a little bit and take places and do things 
and as I get older do the things with him or her that I… didn’t have the time or the money to do 
when I was raising my own children.    
Robert, a 62-year-old locomotive engineer retiree, is confident that his daughter, Katie, will 
change her mind.  However, he said that if she does not have children, he would miss interacting 
with grandchildren.  He acknowledges it would be normal to feel sad in missing out the expected 
roles of grandparenthood such as babysitting: 
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Oh, taking ’em to the fair.  Babysitting grandkids and just human activity to it.  That’s only 
normal I think.  
Like Robert, Bruce states that he would miss interacting with a grandchild.  His only child, May, 
decided not to have children.  Bruce explained his grandparent aspirations with envy because he 
sees so many other people enjoying the experience: 
I would admit that [I’m] probably a little jealous and envious.  It’s like well, … three generations 
there, a parent and their kid and grandchildren.  They’re having a good time together.  And I’m 
missing out on that.  I feel a little jealous and envious.… Yeah, the social interactions.  The 
bonding. 
Michelle, a homemaker in her early sixties, has two children, both of whom chose not to have 
children.  Michelle explained that she misses the opportunity to focus on the small pleasures that 
children provide: 
Well, I think, when you’re raising your own children, you are so busy in the moment that 
sometimes you miss the small little pleasures and when you are a grandparent you can have those 
small little pleasures.  ’Cause you have the opportunity not to have all the big pressures and 
responsibility.…  Well, when you’re a parent and you’re raising children, it’s something that you 
do 24 hours a day.  You never stop.  And so, little things happen in the lives of your children that 
because you are so engrossed in the responsibility of raising them and taking care of them and 
taking care of everything else, that you miss these little tiny treasures that happen in a child’s life.  
Certain discoveries, just the “ah” that they, the “ahhh” moments when they are becoming more 
aware of the world around them.  And, as a grandparent, you don’t have to be, you’re not 




Donna said that she will miss being able to give family heirlooms to grandchildren:  
I mean like who do I give my jewelry too? … I mean there’s things like that you’ve kept and you       
  thought maybe you would make sure that [grandchild] had this or [other grandchild] had that and  
  so there really isn’t anyone to pass it to in my family.  
Child-grandchild relationship.  Another commonly identified cost by the parents is not 
seeing their children raise children.  Five participants said that they would miss this.  For 
example, Ron explained that his daughters are different, so it would be nice to see how Célia 
would raise a child: 
I’d like to see what kind of child she’d raise.  ’Cause Célia’s just different than Miranda, and 
Miranda’s different than Ginger.  I’d be curious to see how she’d raise it.  And, I feel like she’d 
do a good job.  But, I wouldn’t mind seeing her have one, seeing how she would raise it.    
Helen is not missing the grandparent experience because she has two grandchildren from her 
daughter Samantha.  However, her son Brian and his wife Heather chose not to have children and 
Helen stated that one thing she will miss because of their decision is watching Brian be a father: 
So, the only thing I’m missing is not being able to watch Brian interact with his children.  So, that 
would be the only thing.  That would be fun to see what kind of a father he is.  What kind of a dad 
he is. 
Sharon, like Helen, also has grandchildren from other children.  So the one thing she considered 
a loss for her is not seeing her daughter, Allisen and son-in-law, Jesse, raise children: 
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Seeing them together as a family type thing.  I mean it doesn’t really hurt us so much because 
already have grandkids that we can dote on… and we see them all the time.  But, yeah, just seeing 
them as a family unit type thing I think. 
While these three parents focused on their children abandoning parenthood, two of the parents 
had a more specific vision in mind when they desired their children to have babies.  These two 
participants, who stated they would miss watching their children raise children, focused on being 
able to watch them raise children during the difficult stages of childhood.  For example, Athena 
explained that her children who do have kids empathize with her more about the difficulties of 
parenting, so it would be nice for Célia to have those experiences too: 
I have just been as a mother so amazed at how each child has a different personality.  And it just 
such a blessing then to see that child recreate their personality, and then with their mate.  Plus, I 
want to say this as kind as I can.  Turn about’s fair play, o.k.  It just is.  Célia was so difficult as a 
teenager and she, I don’t know what helped her grow up, but she’s been the one to call and 
apologize or to say, “Mom I can’t believe how hard it was for you.  I’m so amazed by you, that 
you went to nursing school and had all these kinds ’cause I’m just trying to go to school and it’s 
so hard.”  So, she’s done a lot to appreciate me even without having had a child.  But I guess if 
the daughter that does has a child, it has done so much to heal a lot of wounds between us just to 
have her call and say, “I didn’t realize how realize it was with a kid.  I now appreciate you so 
much because…”  It warms a mother’s heart when their children then have children so they.  Kids 
just don’t appreciate their parents as much until they have a child of their own.  But Célia, Célia’s 
very good with empathy, she just is. … I feel that I miss her having her own teenager.  Her 
having her own mini-me.  
Evelyn, like Beth, also said that it would be nice to watch her daughter, Emily, raise a child who 
was like her.  However, while Beth’s interest in her daughter’s potential parenting was grounded 
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in seeking empathy from her daughter, Evelyn’s desire to watch her daughter parent was a little 
more cynical: 
Actually, I would love for her to have a child, and have the child act the same way she did.  Ya 
know, pay back.  See if she could have done a better job. 
Friendships.  Another perceived loss for parents to voluntarily childless individuals 
involves social interactions with peers.  Two participants experienced fewer interactions with 
their friends who have grandchildren.  Both of these participants had one child who decided not 
to have children and they were not anticipating grandchildren from their other children.  
Although these parents did not feel shameful or victimized for their lack of grandchildren or their 
children’s decision, not expecting grandchildren greatly affected their social lives with friends 
who were established grandparents.  Beth explained that she does not see her friends who have 
grandchildren as much.  She feels that her friends with grandchildren were switching their focus 
from their friendships to their grandchildren.  Since Beth does not have her own grandchildren, 
her distant friendships become a loss:  
… they pulled in on themselves and their families, they’re doing less socially with people our age 
and everything.  Most of their social activities and free time and stuff seems to be focused around 
the grandkids, which I’m sure is 100 percent normal.  It’s sad, I know.  George and I have felt 
sadness around that because we’re, I don’t know, is left out is the right word, but definitely not, 
not getting together with our friends as often as we used to. 
Donna also discussed the effects that not having grandchildren has had on her friendships.  She 
explained that all her friends talk about is their grandchildren, which is frustrating.  She misses 
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having adult conversations that include topics beyond one’s grandchildren.  As a result, she does 
not see these friends as much: 
It comes into play quite often if you get together with most of all my other adult friends, they all 
have grandchildren and that’s all they talk about.  And it’s like, me and Mark were talking about 
finding friends that didn’t have grandchildren… but it’s just the constant, it’s not as much as an 
adult world to sit and talk adult-adult as much as it’s adult world talking about their grandkids, 
which gets real old because once again, they’re not living in the world with no grandchildren.… 
and they think they’re sharing of course, they think that they’re offering their grandchildren to 
you, but they’re really not.… but the emotional feelings of having your friends constantly not talk 
about anything but their grandkids is annoying.  It’s annoying.  There ya go.  Use that word, 
cause it is.  It’s annoying.  I’m trying to be nice about because if they could hear themselves, but 
see and I always live in this spot where when you put yourself in that position, then you tell me 
how you feel.  I live that.  And so these guys kind of miss that boat when they’re talking about 
their grandkids to a grandchildless person.  Of the same age.…  Let’s put it this way, kid.  I don’t 
pursue the relationships as much as maybe I would, and this is only assuming, if I had 
grandchildren.  So, I don’t pursue the relationships any further than what it is if I talk to ’em once 
or twice a year, that’s fine with me.  I don’t go out of my way, no. 
Lineage  
One of the final costs identified by participants was the loss of a family lineage.  Six participants 
explained that a loss to them because of their children’s childless by choice status is not having 
biological descendants or passing on biological traits.  Natalie’s daughter, Jessica, plans not to 
have children.  Her daughter, Maija, is not sure yet, but Natalie is not expecting grandchildren 





I guess having a little, I would love a little Jessica or a little Maija.  They were so fun when they 
were little.  I loved having them around when they were little, but chances are they wouldn’t have 
a little Jessica or little Maija, because I always thought I would have a little Gary or a little 
Natalie, and I ended up with two entirely different creatures.… If they could, if they could 
reproduce themselves exactly, I would love that, but that’s not always what happens and it would 
just be kind of interesting what comes out. 
Sometimes, the sadness from the loss of a family lineage is reflected in smaller ways.  Karen 
reflected on her family’s hair color when she spoke about the negative of two of her children not 
having children: 
Even though there’s a little bit of hope, it’s still a little bit of hope.  There’s still a just a glimmer 
of, “wouldn’t it be great to see it another little red-headed baby you now?”  Cause my kids all 
have red hair.  And, it would be great it would be wonderful.  
Mark looked at the loss of a family lineage in the bigger picture.  When asked about what he 
misses about not having a grandchild, Mark discussed the continuation of his genes: “Just 
knowing that they’re a part of my gene pool that’s gonna continue on.”  Bruce explained a 
similar feeling to Mark.  He stated that his daughter May’s decision to remain childless means 
that his family line will not continue: 
I think probably some of that does affect my way of thinking.  It’s because my personal part of 
the family line is going to pretty much basically die with me or die with my daughter.  It’s my 
lineage [that] won’t be around anymore.  It’ll be gone.  That’s probably a larger factor than I care, 
would probably care to admit.  But yeah, it has, an awful lot to do with it, I’m sure. 
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Donna also said that she misses not having the biological family line continue through 
grandchildren: 
… I’m such a keep the family rolling person, roots, I guess it would be not having the family line 
continue.  That seems to be really important as I get older and pursuing some things of my own 
with family and that seems to be pretty important, is not to have that legacy go on and to be able 
to share family roots, with offspring.  
Unlike Bruce, Mark, or Donna, Norm is not concerned with the continuation of his family 
lineage.  Norm has three biological children and four biological grandchildren.  However, his 
daughter Grace resembles him the most.  Since she decided not to have children, he misses the 
opportunity to have a grandchild who also resembles him: 
They would be beautiful and Grace looks a lot like me.  I’ve always been pleased that if I 
introduced Polly to somebody, they’d say, “Well, I can tell by looking that she was yours.”  So, 
I’d like to have some grandchildren that look just like me.   
Another potential cost for the parents is feeling stigmatized by other people because of their 
children’s decision.  People may stigmatize the parents for their children’s decision because it 
goes against the norm or because the decision means the parents raised their children incorrectly.  
However, I found that not to be the case.  None of the parents felt discredited by others because 
of their children’s decision not to have children or their lack of grandchildren.  However, this 






In addition to the benefits and disadvantages of not having children for voluntarily childless 
people, there are also positive and negative implications for their parents.  Both participants with 
and without grandchildren identified both rewards and costs associated with their children’s 
decision not to have children; however, the participants based the rewards and costs on their 
children’s position as merely childless, rather than voluntarily childless.  The simple lack of 
grandchildren from the particular child directed the development of the perceived rewards and 
costs, not the reason for the childlessness.  The participants identified four types of rewards 
associated with their children’s decision to remain childless.  Some of the participants perceived 
that they could spend their time or money how they wanted, they were not restricted 
geographically, and that they did not have to experience fearful emotions about the nonexistent 
children.  The two types of costs identified by the participants were social and lineage fears.  
First, they perceived to experience fewer interactions with their children and their friends.  
Second, some participants said that they would miss interactions with the nonexistent 
grandchildren while many stated they would miss watching their children raise children.  Some 
of the parents also cited the failure of their biological family line continuing through 
grandchildren as a cost of childless children.  In general, the decision to be childless did not 
affect the parent-adult child relationship.  In contrast to expectations, none of the parents in the 




CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION 
 
 
Postmodern families are providing a diverse and changing picture of how families can form.  
Beyond those who form a postmodern family, these changes can have implications for other 
family members’ perceptions, emotions, and daily lives.  This study examined the implications 
adult children deciding not to have children affects their parents.  This chapter includes a general 
discussion and implications of the results of this study, a discussion by the research question, 
limitations, and directions for future research.  
 
General Discussion 
Overall, this research adds to the existing literature of family form changes by identifying 
perceptions and feelings parents have about their children’s decision to be childless and the 
implications of the children’s choice on the parents’ lives.  While most studies about perceptions 
of voluntary childless individuals used hypothetical scenarios, such as through vignette 
questionnaires about childlessness given to college students, this study examined the perceptions 
of people with a close relationship to voluntarily childless individuals and directly affected by 
their decision to be childless.  This provides information about what people think of actual 
voluntarily childless people who they are connected to and the intergenerational effects of these 
changes in family forms.   
Additionally, the rewards and costs findings contribute to the literature on the meanings 
of grandparenthood.  Many of the previously identified meanings were also identified in this 
study as costs, such as the family line not continuing.  Conversely, some of the previously 
identified positive meanings of grandparenthood were viewed as less important or even negative 
by the parents I interviewed.  For instance, some participants saw it as beneficial not to have 
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some particular experiences, such as babysitting grandchildren.  The results also identify rewards 
and costs of having fewer or no grandchildren not previously identified, such as spending more 
or less time with their children.  Notably, the results indicate that contrary to expectations based 
on the literature, some people are content with not experiencing grandparenthood.  
By using symbolic interactionism as a theoretical framework for the analysis, the results 
contribute to the understanding of how people develop perceptions of others based on positions 
and roles, if courtesy stigma exists for other stigmatized positions, and the meanings people 
develop about how family form changes affect them based on their position and roles.  With 
respect to this research study, this contributes to the understanding of the development of 
parents’ perceptions of their voluntary childless children, if stigma of voluntary childlessness 
transfers from a child to a parent, and the meanings parents develop about how their children’s 
decision to be childless affects them. 
While some of the findings support desires for the expected social norms and positions 
associated with grandparenthood, a couple of the findings are especially notable because they 
contradict the expected.  Most of the parents developed positive perceptions and emotions about 
their children’s decision; they did not stigmatize their children and were not as devastated as I 
expected given the negative perceptions identified in previous literature.  In addition, many of 
the participants identified benefits of having fewer or no grandchildren, similar to perceived 
rewards of childlessness.  This illustrates that not all parents desire grandparenthood as much as I 
expected based on literature that indicates the importance of grandparenthood.  Additionally, 
many of the parents’ developed their perceptions of and emotions toward their children based on 
other aspects of their children’s lives, rather than just their voluntary childlessness. Some of the 
other aspects of the children their parents used to develop their perceptions and emotions 
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included simply being their child, their career, and notable character traits, such as smart and 
honest.  
The results may have implications for other parents with voluntarily childless children.  
They may find the information helpful in understanding that other people share their thoughts 
and experiences.  Additionally, voluntarily childless individuals may use the information to 
understand how their parents are feeling about their decision to be childless. 
Since this is the first study that directly examined parents’ perceptions of their children 
choosing to be childless directly from the parents’ perspective, researchers should continue to 
examine the perceptions and experiences of parents regarding their children’s choice to be 
childless.  Additionally, since this was the first research completed on this topic, the results will 
help establish questions and concepts to use in survey research.   
 
Discussion of Research Questions 
 
Do parents stigmatize the children for choosing not to have children?  
Voluntarily childless individuals experience stigmatization for their choice to deviate from the 
norm of having children (Gillespie 2000; Park 2005).  Although two participants in this study do 
stigmatize their children for choosing not to have children, the majority of the parents do not.  
The parents who stigmatize their children do based on their children’s position of a voluntarily 
childless individual.  The blemish of character attribute (Goffman 1963) identified was selfish, 
which corresponds to perceptions identified in previous research (Ory 1978; Silka and Kiesler 
1977; Vinson, Mollen, and Smith 2010).  In contrast to another perception that voluntarily 
childless individuals are immature (Ory 1978; Silka and Kiesler 1977; Vinson, Mollen, and 
Smith 2010), the parents who do not stigmatize their children view their children positively, such 
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as being mature and smart.  These parents based their perceptions of their children on the 
different positions their children held such as my child or mature person.  These findings extend 
the literature by shedding light on parents’ perceptions of their children’s decision to be 
childless.  Additionally, these perceptions are the parents’ reports, not secondary reports from the 
children as in previous research (Gillespie 2000; Gillespie 2014; Lee and Zvonkovic 2014; 
Matthews and Desjardins 2017; Park 2002).  Although the public may stigmatize the voluntarily 
childless, people who have a relationship with them may not as much, as indicated by these 
results.  As some friends and family members express understanding and acceptance (Lee and 
Zvonkovic 2014), the close relationship may make it easier for individuals to identify other 
positions the voluntarily childless person holds as the basis for the development of their 
perceptions.  Additionally, the close relationship may make it easier to understand someone’s 
reasons for being voluntarily childless, thus reducing the likelihood of developing a stigmatized 
perception.  
How do parents feel about their children’s decision? 
Given the importance of grandparenthood as identified in previous research (Bengston 2001; 
Dellman-Jenkins, Hollis, and Gordon 2008; Kaufman and Elder, Jr. 2003; Kivnick 1983; 
Neugarten and Weinsten 1964; Reitzes and Mutran 2004b; Silverstein and Marenco 2001), it 
would have made sense for the parents to feel upset that their children had chosen not to have 
children.  Some parents did express sadness and disappointment, but as voluntary childless 
individuals indicated in research by Lee and Zvonkovic (2014), many parents understand and 
accept the decision.  In addition, many parents expressed neutral or positive feelings about the 
decision.  They expressed feeling proud, admiration, and respect for their children for making 
this decision.  Additionally, many of these parents simply want their children to be happy.  A 
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couple of the parents even indicated that they were content with not having grandchildren.  
Another surprising finding was that both the parents with and without grandchildren expressed 
negative and positive feelings.  Both groups included parents who felt sad and parents who were 
not disappointed with their children’s decision.   
These findings extend the literature by providing an insight into the feelings parents have 
about their children’s decision to be childless.  Furthermore, the parents’ feelings are from their 
perspective, not secondary reports from their children.  Additionally, the results illustrate some 
surprising findings, including that not all parents are upset and some parents are even okay with 
their children’s decision.   
Are parents concerned about their children’s childless future? 
Some parents expressed concerns about their children’s future with respect to the 
decision not to have children.  Previous research identifies not experiencing parenthood as a cost 
for not having children (Houser, Berkman, and Beckman 1984; Letherby’s 2002).  Parents also 
have this concern for their voluntary childless children.  They also worry that their children will 
not have social support via care and companionship when older.    
The basis for the social support concern was the parents’ perceived roles of children.  
They view taking care of parents as an expected behavior of children.  The parents’ positive 
experiences with parenting their children or caring for their parents are the primary explanations 
for the basis of their concerns.  The concerns are constructed meanings they attached to their 
children’s future as a reaction to the action of the children choosing not to reproduce.  The 
parents who hold these concerns view being a parent as a positive position their child is going to 
miss.  A parent’s positive experiences performing the roles of a parent established the meaning 
that experiencing parenthood is an important life stage that their children should have and want 
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to have.  They identified parent and child roles as their concerns.  For example, Ron explained 
that his daughter would miss a child’s need for care.  The child’s role is to be dependent on the 
parents, while the parents’ role to provide the care to the child is contingent on the child’s 
dependency.  In Ron’s perspective, this particular role dependency between the parent and child 
is an enjoyable experience that he does not want his daughter to miss.  In addition, the lack of 
social support corresponds to the roles of children.  The parents who worry that their children 
would not have social support identified two key roles expected of some children: provide care 
to elderly parents and provide companionship to parents.  These participants perceive these as 
important behaviors people, specifically children, should perform for older people.  Therefore, 
they worry that their voluntarily childless children would not have those roles met.  Two 
participants’ positive experiences performing the role of caring for their parents established the 
meaning that their children will not have caretakers without their own children.  Finally, their 
perceptions about the potential lack of relationships their children would have without children 
established the meaning that their children may be lonely or not have elderly care.  Therefore, for 
the participants, these reasons established the meaning that they should be concerned about their 
children not experiencing parenthood or having social support when older.   
Conversely, some parents do not have some or any of the concerns.  They developed the 
perspective that they do not need to worry about their children being lonely, without care, or not 
experiencing parenthood.  They perceive their children as financially stable and responsible, 
having other relationships, and having a particular personality characteristic such as being social.  
The perception of responsible corresponds to voluntary childless individuals constructing the 
meaning their decision is responsible (Blackstone and Stewart 2016; Morison et al. 2016). 
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These findings extend the literature by identifying the concerns parents have for their 
children for choosing not to have children, the reasons why parents think their children would 
miss parenting experiences and would be lonely without children, and the reasons regarding why 
parents do not have some or all of the identified concerns.  Additionally, the findings extend the 
literature on the perception that childless individuals will be lonely.  The participants’ 
perceptions of their children being lonely when they are elderly corresponds to previous research 
that found that people view childless individuals as being lonely (Blake 1979; Keith 1983; 
Koropeckyj-Cox 1998).  However, some participants raised concerns that their voluntarily 
childless children would be lonely in a broader social sense as well.  Two of these parents worry 
that their children would be lonely due to lack of social relationships, which corresponds to 
Bachrach’s (1980) findings that childless individuals had higher rates of social isolation.    
This information is useful for voluntary childless individuals to understand further the 
thoughts and concerns their parents may be having with regard to the decision not to have 
children that are not specifically about not producing a grandchild.  It is important to note that 
the parents’ concerns, reasons for concerns, or reasons for lack of concerns were not specifically 
about the children’s position as voluntary childless.  The parents’ responses about childlessness 
were based on their children’s position as merely “childless”.  The parents focused on the lack of 
children rather than the reason for the lack of children.   
Do parents believe their children’s intention to be childless?    
Although early articulation of a desire not to have children (Ory 1978; Lee and 
Zvonkovic 2014) is common, there is still an assumption that people, especially women will 
change their mind as they age and meet the “right” person (Gillespie 2000; Lee and Zvonkovi 
2014; Matthews and Desjardins 2017; Richie 2013).  As previous research indicates, the parents’ 
136 
 
belief in their children’s intentions to be childless has a lot to do with the progression of time.  
Some parents assume their children would decide to have children over time, particularly as they 
aged or as the relationships the children were involved in or observed changed.  With respect to 
age, the parents view their children as young and believe that their children would change their 
mind as they aged closer to the timeframe when people typically decided to have children.  
Additionally, some parents believe that their children would decide to have children or had an 
episode of hope that they would change their mind as their relationship status changed over time, 
such as finding the “right” partner, or as people in their children’s lives started having children.  
The parents’ constructed meanings of young and important intimate relationships and perceived 
appropriate behavior for such positions lead them to think their children might change their 
minds. 
 Some parents believed their children would remain childless also because of the 
progression of time, while other participants cited personal attributes of their children.  With 
respect to time, parents believe their children’s decision to remain childless because their 
intentions to remain childless stayed intact as they aged closer to the timeframe when people 
typically decided to have children and remained consistent throughout relationships over the 
years.  The children remained childless while aging and establishing relationships were key 
actions that constructed the meanings for parents that their children were not going to change 
their minds.  Some of the parents also believe their children because of their personality traits or 
medical situations.  The parents used these attributes and the passage of time to define the 
decision as permanent.  In sum, the parents needed to observe a life stage or social position that 
signifies permanence to believe their children’s decision not to have children.  
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With respect to this research question, researchers should further explore the episodes of 
hope parents experienced after initially believing their children’s intentions.  This finding 
emerged late in the research process.  The idea of having periods of hopefulness for 
grandchildren deserves deeper sociological examination.  Researchers should examine the 
evolution of the hope after initially believing their children’s intentions, including why the hope 
occurs, if it disappears, and if those who experience this hope are more likely to see their 
children change their mind.  
What do parents perceive as rewards and costs for having fewer or no grandchildren? and How 
does voluntarily childlessness affect the parent-child relationship?  
The consideration of the truthfulness of a child’s voluntary childlessness was not the only 
type of impact considered when examining how this decision affected other members of the 
family.  For parents, this affected considerations of grandparenthood.  While grandparenthood 
provides a lot of meaning to people, the participants recognize both the rewards and costs of their 
children’s decision to be childless for themselves.  Some of the parents said that a benefit to their 
children not having children was a sense of freedom.  The parents perceive that they could spend 
their time and money how they wished, spend more time with their voluntarily childless children, 
move when and where they wanted, and are free from worrying about worldly dangers that may 
have harmed the nonexistent grandchildren. 
The rewards the parents perceived correspond with many of the rewards perceived for not 
having children and many of the reasons people choose not to have children.  The time and 
emotional rewards the participants perceive for themselves correspond with the less 
responsibility, less worry, less stress, and more personal freedom findings on voluntarily 
childlessness by Houser, Berkman, and Beckman (1984).  Less responsibility and more freedom 
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are central to the time reward.  Additionally, less emotional stress is a reward.  They do not have 
to worry over the well-being of their grandchildren, also identified by participants in Dellman-
Jenkins, Hollis, and Gordon’s (2008) study.  Houser, Berkman, and Beckman and others (e.g., 
Gillespie 2003) found that people perceive monetary rewards of not having children, which 
corresponds to some of the participants perceiving financial benefits for having fewer 
grandchildren.  Lastly, the parents’ ability to spend their time and money how they wished 
corresponds to the ability to focus on leisure and social activities (Heaton et al. 1999; Park 2005).  
They do not have to perform the babysitting (Silverstein and Marenco 2001) or resource person 
roles (Neugarten and Kivnick 1964) or become primary caretakers of their grandchildren 
(Livingston 2013; Ruiz 2008; Spitze, Logan, Deane, and Zerger 1994).  Some of the participants 
explained that they could spend their time and money on activities of their choice since they did 
not have to spend it on additional or any grandchildren.  The correspondence of the rewards to 
the reasons of voluntary childlessness and rewards of childlessness indicates that the positive 
aspects of childlessness continue through generations.  However, some of the participants 
identified not performing grandparent roles and meanings as a reward.  This indicates that 
grandparenthood and the grandparent roles are not desired by everyone.  
Many of the participants identified costs as well.  Some of the parents said that a cost to 
their children choosing not to have children was a loss of social interaction with their children, 
the nonexistent grandchildren, and their friends.  With respect to the nonexistent grandchildren, 
they are unable to be a companion or playmate (Dellman-Jenkins, Hollis, and Gordon 2008).  
The social cost of not having relationships with the nonexistent grandchildren corresponds to the 
cost attached to not having children of having no beneficial interactions with children (Houser et 
al. 1984).  The correspondence of the loss of not being able to interact with grandchildren to the 
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parental cost of not being able to interact with children indicates that some of the negative 
aspects of childlessness also continue through generations.  Additionally, some parents perceive 
a loss of family lineage, lamenting that the family bloodline may not continue beyond their 
children.  This corresponds to the biological renewal (Neugarten and Weinstein 1964) and 
immortality through clan (Kivnick 1983) meanings associated with grandparenthood.  The social 
cost of not being able to interact with grandchildren by buying or teaching them things 
corresponds to the resource person (Kivnick 1983), babysitting (Silverstein and Marenco 2001), 
teacher, companionship, and playmate roles (Dellman-Jenkins, Hollis, and Gordon 2008).  Some 
of the participants stated that they miss being able to do new things with grandchildren, which 
corresponds to the grandparent meaning of emotional fulfillment (Neugarten and Weinsten 
1964).  Additionally, one participant acknowledged that by not having grandchildren she misses 
reliving experiences she had with her grandmother, which corresponds with the reinvolvement 
with personal past meaning (Kivnick 1983).  Lastly, one participant identified as currently 
having a remote role (Neugarten and Weinsten 1964) as a grandparent because her grandchildren 
live far away and her child who lives nearby is the one who chose not to have children.  The 
correspondence of the costs to some of the previously identified meanings affirms the 
importance of those meanings for grandparenthood.   
 Notably, most of the parents indicated that their children’s decision to be childless did not 
strain their relationship.  Some parents did indicate that their children’s decision to be childless is 
beneficial to their relationship because there is more time to spend with them since there were no 
grandchildren monopolizing their children’s time.  Conversely, some parents did indicate that 
their children’s decision to be childless is costly to their relationship.  The parents spend less 
time with their children since there are no grandchildren to see or talk about.  These findings 
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show that individuals perceive similar rewards and costs for not having grandchildren as others 
do about not having children.  In addition, the results of the research show that the perceived 
rewards and costs are not dependent on if one has grandchildren or not.  Both those with 
grandchildren and those without expressed perceived rewards and costs.  Although the meaning 
of grandparenthood is positive, these findings show that people do perceive benefits to not 
having grandchildren.   
 Some of the participants who expected to remain grandchildless are actually content with 
not having grandchildren, while others experienced negative effects on their friendships.  This is 
especially an area for further exploration since grandchildless support or meet-up groups do not 
appear to exist as they do for childless individuals.  Therefore, a couple of key areas to continue 
examining, with respect to parents expecting no grandchildren, are their emotions and 
friendships.   
Similar to the concerns, it is important to note that the parents’ perceived rewards and 
costs are not specifically about the children’s position as voluntary childless.  The perceived 
rewards and costs are about the children’s position as merely childless.  The lack of children, not 
the choice, is the factor in the responses.   
Do the parents of voluntarily childless individuals experience courtesy stigma? 
Although none of the parents indicated experiencing courtesy stigma (Goffman 1963) 
because of their children’s decision, this does not mean they are free from stigmatization.  They 
may have experienced courtesy stigma but chose not to disclose it out of shame or desire to 
provide socially acceptable responses.  People may extend the stigma of voluntary childlessness 
to the parents but may not disclose their negative thoughts to the parents.  Therefore, to gain an 
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accurate understanding, future research should examine people’s perceptions of parents of 
voluntarily childless individuals.   
 
Limitations and Future Research 
The main limitations of this research are that the sample was not random, the racial-
ethnic composition was nearly homogenous, and about half of the participants had grandchildren 
from other children.  Additional suggestions for future research include narrowing the sample to 
just grandchildless individuals and broadening the sample to grandchildless individuals whose 
children are not heterosexual and/or are involuntarily childless.  
Because the sample was not random, the results are not generalizable.  Creating a survey 
to use in a random sample could allow for generalizable data.  Additionally, statistical analysis 
could asses if there are significant differences of perceptions and experiences by various 
demographic variables.  For example, Conley’s (2011) research on gay and lesbian children 
indicates that mothers and fathers may react differently and that their reactions may differ based 
on the gender of their child.  Mothers had higher concerns for their child’s physical and 
psychological well-being compared to the fathers.  There were no significant differences 
between mothers and fathers with respect to their concerns over societal rejection and rejection 
by loved ones.  With respect to the gender of the child, parents were more concerned about their 
gay son’s well-being than their lesbian daughter’s well-being.   
Another limitation to this research is that nearly all of the participants identified as White.  
Although voluntary childless individuals are more likely to be White (Abma and Martinez 2006; 
Bram 1984; Waren and Pals 2013); therefore, their parents are more likely to be White, 
individuals from other racial-ethnic groups do choose to be childless.  Future research should 
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seek to increase the racial-ethnic diversity of the sample to represent the population at large 
better.      
In addition to these existing limitations, about half of the participants did have 
grandchildren.  By having both grandparents and non-grandparents in the sample, the results 
could have been influenced by the participants’ grandparenthood status rather than or in addition 
to their children’s decision not to have children.  If someone already has grandchildren, the lack 
of additional grandchildren by another child may influence their experiences or thoughts 
differently than if they did not have any grandchildren.  For example, some of the costs of not 
having grandchildren identified may be attainable for those who have grandchildren. Although 
this did not appear to influence the overall results, I strongly encourage continued research on 
parents that expect to remain completely grandchildless to understand further the implications of 
no grandchildren for the would-be grandparents.  A couple of the participants discussed the 
negative effects not having grandchildren had on their friendships and that finding grandchildless 
friends was difficult.  A problem for childless individuals as well as indicated by childless 
meeting groups, this finding shows a need for further research on grandchildlessness and social 
groups for grandchildless individuals to find each other.  Childless individuals can reach each 
other via websites and community meet-up groups.  This may be a beneficial next step for 
grandchildless individuals that can offer friendships and support.   
In addition, many of the parents’ thoughts, concerns, and experiences were about their 
children’s position as a childless person, rather than a voluntarily childless person.  The choice 
was not an integral part of the concerns, rewards, or costs.  Future research on grandchildlessness 
should include parents who have involuntarily childless adult children.  This will help examine if 
the different reasons for the childlessness, and thus grandchildlessness, affect the parents’ 
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thoughts and experiences with regard to their children’s childlessness.  Since involuntary 
childlessness is not a choice, empathy or sorrow for the child may be prevalent as a frame for the 
concerns and perceptions. 
Researchers should also examine the perspectives of non-heterosexual childless children 
to ascertain if their perceptions are similar or different based on the lack of children in their 
children’s life.  Conley (2011) examined parents’ concerns about their children being gay.  
However, her results focused on the sexual orientation of the children, not their procreation 
status.  Although some parents may assume that having a gay child means that they will not be 
having children, that is not necessarily true.  Approximately 200,000 children are being raised by 
same-sex couples (Family Equality Council 2017).    
 Although the research indicated that there is a stigma attached to voluntary childlessness, 
the majority (23) of the participants have accepted their children’s decision not to have children.  
In addition, (21) participants explicitly recognized that it was their children’s decision to make.  
Their general acceptance of the decision may have influenced their willingness to participate and 
their responses, thus the results.  However, the participants may have also chosen not to disclose 
negative perceptions during the interviews for various reasons such as they are not socially 
acceptable, the research was not anonymous, and I knew some of the participants and/or their 
children prior to conducting the research.  Additionally, parents who have negative thoughts and 
do not accept their children’s decision to be childless may not be willing to participate in 
research on the subject, especially interviews that are not anonymous.  Future research should 
strive to reach a broader sample to address this limitation.  In closing, future research on this 
topic with these suggestions will help further understand intergenerational affects within a family 
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APPENDIX A. FINAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
Opening Questions 
1. Thank you for taking the time to participate in this study.   
2. Reminders: Skip questions, stop early, names will be changed  
3. Social Characteristics: Age, Gender, Completed education, Race / Ethnicity, Religion, 
Occupation, Marital Status (Follow up questions for marital status: any changes, children 
from what marriage?)  
4. Any other VC family members?  
a. If so, what where reactions from family? 
5. How many children do you have?   
a. Genders? 
b. Ages? 
6. Which are voluntarily childless?  
a. Are they heterosexual? 
b. As far as you know, their childlessness is out of choice, not infertility? 
c. Are they in a committed relationship?  
7. Do you have grandchildren from other children? 
a. If yes:  
i. From which child(ren)?   
ii. Gender and age of grandchildren? 
iii. If step-grandchildren, do you consider them grandchildren? 
b. If no: 
i. Expect to remain grandchildless? 
8. Explain the nature of your relationship with your VC child throughout their lives. 
 
Core Questions  
Additional probing questions, such as “Why?”, “Why not?”, “Can you explain further?”, “Can 
you give an example?” were asked for many of the following questions.  
9. Explain the details of when they shared with you they were planning to not have children.   
a. When, where, how, how old, marital status, etc.   
b. What was their explanation for this decision?  
c. Do you think there are other reasons?  
10. Did you believe them at this initial stage?   
11. What did you think of the decision when you found out?  
a. How did you react?  
b. What did you say when you found out? 
c. How did you feel? 
i. Did you hide these emotions? 
12. What do you think of their decision now? 
a. How do you feel now?   
13. Have you had further conversations with your child about this?  
a. How have those gone?  
14. When did you know they were serious about this decision?  
a. Were you convinced they would not change their mind? 
b. Are there any instances that made you think they would change their mind? 
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c. Do you think there is a possibility that they will change their mind?   
d. Do you hope they change their mind? 
15. What do you think of your child / child’s partner because of this decision? 
a. Alternative Question: How do you view your child / child’s partner because of 
this decision?  
b. Have your views changed over time?   
c. Has this changed your perspective of your child / child’s partner?  
16. Do they have pets?  
a. Do they view them as family? 
b. Do you view them as family? 
17. Do you think they would be a good parent?   
18. With respect to this decision, do you think about their future?  
a. Are you concerned about anything for them? 
b. Follow-up Topics: Lack of care, parenting experience, loneliness? 
19. Has this affected your relationship with your child / child’s partner?    
20. Do you think not having grandchildren because your child is childless by choice affects your 
other relationships, with family, friends, coworkers, spouse, siblings, etc.?  
a. Does this cause you to interact with specific people more or less?   
b. How do you feel when around others with grandchildren? 
c. Do think your lack of grandchildren because your child is voluntarily childless 
affects others’ views towards you?    
21. Do people ask if your VC child is going to have kids?  
a. What do they say? 
b. What do you say? 
c. How do they react? 
d. How do their reactions make you feel? 
e. How do you respond?  
22. Are their instances that make you think about your child’s decision more?   
a. (If grandchildless) – How often do you think about grandchildren? 
23. How do you think your life would be different if you had (more) grandchildren?   
a. From this child? 
24. What do you think you miss about not having (more) grandchildren? 
a. From this child? 
25. Do you see any benefits for yourself for not having (more) grandchildren? 
a. From this child? 
26. Were you previously anticipating grandparenthood?  
a. From this child? 
27. How does not having grandchildren because your child chose to not have kids make you 
feel?  
a. What would grandparenthood (from this child) mean to you? 
Closing 
28. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
29. Do you know anyone else that may be qualified and interested in participating? 





APPENDIX B. INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT (VERSION 1A) 
 
Title of Study: Voluntary Childlessness 
 
Investigators: Marie Sheneman 
  
This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to participate. Please 
feel free to ask questions at any time. 
INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this study is to learn about parents’ experiences regarding their adult heterosexual 
child(ren) choosing to be childless.  You are being invited to participate in this study because 
you are a parent of at least one heterosexual adult child who is childless by choice.   
DESCRIPTION OF PROCEDURES 
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to respond to interview questions about your 
experiences regarding your adult child(ren) choosing to be childless.  The types of questions you 
will be asked include your emotions, attitudes, and behaviors regarding your adult child(ren) 
choosing to be childless.  Your participation will be completed in one interview, which is 
expected to last one to two hours. 
 
A digital recorder will be used to record the interview.  Notes will be taken during the interview. 
 
RISKS 
While participating in this study you may experience the following risks: Emotional discomfort 
if your child(ren)'s choice to be childless was a stressful event for you. 
BENEFITS 
If you decide to participate in this study there will be no direct benefit to you. It is hoped that the 
information gained in this study will benefit society by advancing the knowledge about parent’s 
experiences regarding their adult child(ren) choosing to be childless.  
COSTS AND COMPENSATION 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study. You will not be compensated for 
participating in this study.   
 
PARTICIPANT RIGHTS 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 
leave the study at any time. If you decide to not participate in the study or leave the study early, 
it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You can 








Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by applicable 
laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available. However, federal government 
regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Iowa State University, and the Institutional Review 
Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect 
and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data analysis. These records may contain 
private information.   
 
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 
You will choose a pseudonym that will be recorded at the start of the interview. This pseudonym 
will be used throughout the research process. Electronic records (e.g. typed copies of the 
interviews and notes) will be secured behind password protection and a firewall. Physical records 
(e.g. tape recordings of the interview and handwritten notes) will be kept in a locked file cabinet.  
If the results are published, your identity and the identity of individuals you mention will remain 
confidential. 
 
QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.   
• For further information about the study contact Marie Sheneman, (425) 346-5945, 
sheneman@iastate.edu, or David Schweinguber, (515) 294-4079.   
• If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 
please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 294-4566, IRB@iastate.edu, or Director, 






Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study has 
been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that your 
questions have been satisfactorily answered. You will receive a copy of the written informed 
consent prior to your participation in the study.   
 
 
Participant’s Name (printed)               
    
             
(Participant’s Signature)     (Date)   
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APPENDIX C. INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT (VERSION 2) 
 
Title of Study: Voluntary Childlessness 
 
Investigators: Marie Sheneman 
  
This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to participate. Please 
feel free to ask questions at any time. 
INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this study is to learn about parents’ experiences regarding their adult heterosexual 
child(ren) choosing to be childless.  You are being invited to participate in this study because 
you are a parent of at least one heterosexual adult child who is childless by choice.   
DESCRIPTION OF PROCEDURES 
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to respond to interview questions about your 
experiences regarding your adult child(ren) choosing to be childless.  The types of questions you 
will be asked include your emotions, attitudes, and behaviors regarding your adult child(ren) 
choosing to be childless.  Your participation will be completed in one initial interview and, if 
needed, one follow-up interview.  The initial interview is expected to last one to two hours, while 
the follow up interview is expected to last 30 minutes to one hour. 
 
A digital recorder will be used to record the interview.  Notes will be taken during the interview. 
 
RISKS 
While participating in this study you may experience the following risks: Emotional discomfort 
if your child(ren)'s choice to be childless was a stressful event for you. 
BENEFITS 
If you decide to participate in this study there will be no direct benefit to you. It is hoped that the 
information gained in this study will benefit society by advancing the knowledge about parent’s 
experiences regarding their adult child(ren) choosing to be childless.  
COSTS AND COMPENSATION 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study. You will not be compensated for 
participating in this study.   
 
PARTICIPANT RIGHTS 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 
leave the study at any time. If you decide to not participate in the study or leave the study early, 
it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You can 







Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by applicable 
laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available. However, federal government 
regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Iowa State University, and the Institutional Review 
Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect 
and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data analysis. These records may contain 
private information.   
 
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 
Your full name will not be recorded and a pseudonym will be used throughout the research 
process.  Electronic records (e.g. typed copies of the interviews and notes) will be secured behind 
password protection and a firewall. Physical records (e.g. tape recordings of the interview and 
handwritten notes) will be kept in a locked file cabinet.  If the results are published, your identity 
and the identity of individuals you mention will remain confidential. 
 
QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.   
• For further information about the study contact Marie Sheneman, (425) 346-5945, 
sheneman@iastate.edu, or David Schweinguber, (515) 294-4079.   
• If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 
please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 294-4566, IRB@iastate.edu, or Director, 







Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study has 
been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that your 
questions have been satisfactorily answered. You will receive a copy of the written informed 
consent prior to your participation in the study.   
 
 
Participant’s Name (printed)               
    
             








APPENDIX D. INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT (VERSION 1B) 
 
Title of Study: Voluntary Childlessness 
 
Investigators: Marie Sheneman 
     
This is a research study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to participate. Please 
feel free to ask questions at any time. 
INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this study is to learn about parents’ experiences regarding their adult heterosexual 
child(ren) choosing to be childless.  You are being invited to participate in a follow-up interview 
for this study because you are a parent of at least one heterosexual adult child who is childless by 
choice and you have already completed one interview for this study.   
DESCRIPTION OF PROCEDURES 
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to respond to interview questions about your 
experiences regarding your adult child(ren) choosing to be childless.  The types of questions you 
will be asked include your emotions, attitudes, and behaviors regarding your adult child(ren) 
choosing to be childless.  Your participation will be completed in one follow-up interview.  This 
follow-up interview is expected to last 30 minutes to 1 hour. 
A digital recorder will be used to record the interview.  Notes will be taken during the interview. 
 
RISKS 
While participating in this study you may experience the following risks: Emotional discomfort 
if your child(ren)'s choice to be childless was a stressful event for you. 
BENEFITS 
If you decide to participate in this study there will be no direct benefit to you. It is hoped that the 
information gained in this study will benefit society by advancing the knowledge about parent’s 
experiences regarding their adult child(ren) choosing to be childless.  
COSTS AND COMPENSATION 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study. You will not be compensated for 
participating in this study.   
PARTICIPANT RIGHTS 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate or 
leave the study at any time. If you decide to not participate in the study or leave the study early, 
it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You can 







Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by applicable 
laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available. However, federal government 
regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Iowa State University, and the Institutional Review 
Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect 
and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data analysis. These records may contain 
private information.   
 
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 
Your full name will not be recorded and a pseudonym will be used throughout the research 
process.  Electronic records (e.g. typed copies of the interviews and notes) will be secured behind 
password protection and a firewall. Physical records (e.g. tape recordings of the interview and 
handwritten notes) will be kept in a locked file cabinet.  If the results are published, your identity 
and the identity of individuals you mention will remain confidential. 
 
QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.   
• For further information about the study contact Marie Sheneman, (425) 346-5945, 
sheneman@iastate.edu, or David Schweinguber, (515) 294-4079.   
• If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 
please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 294-4566, IRB@iastate.edu, or Director, 







Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study has 
been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that your 
questions have been satisfactorily answered. You will receive a copy of the written informed 
consent prior to your participation in the study.   
 
 
Participant’s Name (printed)               
    
             






APPENDIX E. RECRUITMENT FLYER 





Do you have a child who has decided that 
they do not want children? 
 
The parents of the "voluntarily childless / childfree” 
wanted for interviews. 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this study is to learn about parents’ experiences regarding their adult 
child(ren) choosing to be childless.  
  
Eligibility: Individuals and couples with at least one adult heterosexual child who is "childless 
by choice / childfree" are eligible to participate.   
 
Procedure: Qualified volunteers will be asked to participate in an intensive interview 
(approximately 1-2 hours) and a follow-up interview (approximately 30 minutes-1 hour) if 
needed.  Interviews will take place near Ames, Iowa or by telephone. 
 
Contact: To volunteer or request more information, please contact Marie Sheneman at 
sheneman@iastate.edu, 425-346-5945. 
 
*This research has been approved by the Institutional Review Board of Iowa State University, 













































































































































































































































































APPENDIX F. RECRUITMENT THROUGH VERBAL PROCESSES 
 
Recruitment through Verbal Processes - List of points to be discussed 
 
• Purpose: The purpose of this study is to learn about parents’ experiences regarding their 
adult child(ren) choosing to be childless.  
 
• Eligibility: Individuals and couples with at least one adult heterosexual child who is 
childless by choice are eligible to participate.   
 
• Procedure: Qualified volunteers will be asked to participate in an intensive interview 
(approximately 1-2 hours) and a follow up interview if needed (approximately 30 minutes 
to 1 hour).  Interviews will take place near Ames, Iowa or by telephone. 
 
• Contact: To volunteer or request more information, please contact Marie Sheneman at 
sheneman@iastate.edu 
 
• This research is conducted by Marie Sheneman under the direction of David 






APPENDIX G: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL 
 
 
 
 
